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Abstract
James Tiptree, Jr.’s fiction which first appeared in the SF world in 1968 presents a
paradox. Having established herself as an influential science fiction male writer for a decade,
Alice Sheldon successfully defied preconceived notions about masculine and feminine writing
styles. Her two adopted textual personas, Tiptree and Raccoona Sheldon, reflect different facets
of her personality, and the writing produced under each pseudonym explores gender issues
convincingly from both perspectives. While Tiptree’s stories can lend themselves to feminist
themes, or challenges to feminism, the supposed male author’s ‘ineluctably masculine’ narrative
style and the revelation that Tiptree was a pseudonym make the issue fascinatingly complex. This
thesis examines gender ambivalence as an expression of identity fragmentation with a focus on
the 1976 award winning novella “Houston, Houston, Do You Read?” Published against the
backdrop of the second wave feminist movement, the story explores the decade’s contested
topics of gender difference and inequality. The male narrator’s ambivalent masculinity opens up
new ways to investigate how the paradigms of an old patriarchal society and a new matriarchal
one intersect to question, explore, and redefine humanity. The importance of Tiptree’s addition
to the canon of early feminist science fiction and the outing of the author's identity helped spur
the debate over what is masculine or feminine style to culminate in 1991 with the creation of the
James Tiptree, Jr. Award honoring any work of science fiction or fantasy that expands our
understanding of gender.

Key words: James Tiptree, Jr., science fiction, feminist science fiction, gender
ambivalence, masculinity.
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Who is James Tiptree, Jr., and why should we care about him?
We should care about him because, at his best, he is one of the two or three finest short-story
writers in science fiction; because he has produced a body of work almost unparalleled in the
genre for originality, power, and consistent quality; because he has managed to be a literary
synthesist as well as a trailblazer, bringing together disparate—and often formerly hostile—
traditions to produce viable fictional hybrids; and because, perhaps most important, he is one of
the most influential of all present-day SF writers in terms of his impact on upcoming generations
of authors—much of the future of science fiction belongs to Tiptree, both through those shaped
directly by him and those who will—perhaps unwittingly—follow his well-blazed paths, and if
we are to understand that future it first behooves us to make an attempt to understand Tiptree.
Gardner Dozois, “The Fiction of James Tiptree, Jr.,” 1976
It has been suggested that Tiptree is female, a theory that I find absurd, for there is to me
something ineluctably masculine about Tiptree’s writing. I don’t think the novels of Jane Austen
could have been written by a man nor the stories of Ernest Hemingway by a woman, and in the
same way I believe the author of the James Tiptree stories is male.
Robert Silverberg, Introduction to Warm Worlds, 1975
As to the question of whether there are male and female writing styles, here I may part company
from other women […] I think there is a general Human way of writing, of telling tales of
challenge and response, of trials and strivings—and, in SF, of wondrous alien systems which can
illuminate our own.
Alice Sheldon, “A Woman Writing Science Fiction and Fantasy,” 1986
Having existed unchallenged for ten years, ‘Tiptree’ had shot the stuffing out of male stereotypes
of women writers.
Alice Sheldon, Interview with Charles Platt, 1983

1

WHO WAS TIPTREE, WHY WAS HE? 1 THE MANY FACES OF ALICE SHELDON

Published in 1976 against the sociopolitical and cultural backdrop of the second wave
feminist movement that swept across North America with a vehement and oftentimes
cantankerous force, James Tiptree, Jr.’s Science Fiction (SF) novella “Houston, Houston, Do
You Read?” explores the decade’s hotly contested issues of gender difference and gender
inequality with panache and a certain flair for the dramatic. The added intellectual respectability
brought to the genre in the late 1930s by John W. Campbell Jr, editor of the magazine
Astounding Science-Fiction, did not seem to change the fact that SF was often stereotyped as
literature concerned mainly with masculine themes. However, the so-called “New Wave” science
fiction movement of the 1960s and 1970s, led by Britain’s J.G. Ballard and Michael Moorcock,
saw more demanding experimental SF works and a broader range of writers emerge in the field.
Focusing less on the technical content of science and more attention to contemporary human
concerns, both male and female writers of the New Wave were more consciously turning to
issues of gender in their works, and American authors such as Ursula K. Le Guin and Joanna
Russ joined the hitherto virtually all-male genre. A genre with a complex and interesting formal
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history of its own, with a dynamic not of high culture but which stands in complementary and
dialectical relationship to it, SF has emerged as “the symptom of a mutation in our relationship to
historical time itself”2 and as an essential mode of imagining the horizons of possibility.3 Such
SF has provided not only speculative visions of alternate futures but also a space to reimagine the
workings of gender, sexuality, love, and desire in personal and political worlds. 4 It has been
suggested that just as the peripheral position of SF to mainstream fiction makes the genre open to
borrowing from physics and fairy tales, from philosophy, myth and folklore, the position of
women on the periphery of mainstream patriarchal culture makes SF a suitable genre in which
they might work.5 The intervention of feminism in SF has come up against the genre’s cultural
and political well-established male bias but eventually women writers have tapped into
possibilities within SF to place themselves in opposition to the dominant ideology of
imperialistic and militaristic glory.6 As a discourse that engages directly with contemporary
language and culture and has a generic interest in the intersections of technology, scientific
theory, and social practice, James Tiptree, Jr.’s fiction fits neatly with the genre’s “science
fictionality,” a term which Istvan Csicsery-Ronay Jr. describes as a particular, recognizable
mode of thought and art. Csicsery-Ronay’s “seven beauties of science fiction” as diverse
intellectual and emotional responses particularly active in an age of restless technological
transformation can be easily adapted to Tiptree’s fiction to catalogue it belonging to the genre.7
Csicsery-Ronay Jr.’s seven elements, or “beauties”—fictive neology and fictive novums, future
history and imaginary science, the science-fictional sublime and the science fictional grotesque,
as well as the concept of the “Technologiade,” historical ambivalent and complex fables of
technohistory—characterize quite well Tiptree’s work and position it within the mainstream of
SF. However, Tiptree’s science fiction, which began appearing in the SF world in 1968, presents
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a paradox insofar as the belatedly revealed authorial identity is concerned. While his stories can
lend themselves to feminist themes, or challenges to feminism, appear progressive, or
conservative, the supposed male author’s widely acknowledged masculine narrative style8 and
the revelation that Tiptree was a pseudonym for Alice Sheldon make the issue fascinatingly
complex and pose a series of concerns to those who attempt a closer look at his fiction. 9
The outing of Tiptree’s secret identity in 1977 generated ripples in the SF community,
especially among those who believed wholeheartedly in Tiptree’s undeniable masculine identity.
In a 1978 post scriptum to the introduction he wrote for Tiptree’s collection of short stories,
Warm Worlds and Otherwise, Robert Silverberg admits, “She fooled me beautifully, along with
everyone else, and called into question the entire notion of what is ‘masculine’ or ‘feminine’ in
fiction.”10 Recognized by Le Guin as one of the keenest, subtlest minds in science fiction, 11
Silverberg had insisted on Tiptree’s masculinity. His honest belief led him to state: “It has been
suggested that Tiptree is female, a theory that I find absurd, for there is to me something
ineluctably masculine about Tiptree’s writing. I don’t think the novels of Jane Austen could have
been written by a man nor the stories of Ernest Hemingway by a woman, and in the same way I
believe the author of the James Tiptree stories is male.”12 He favorably compares Tiptree to
Hemingway in the same breath to say that Tiptree’s stories are “lean, muscular, supple, relying
heavily on dialog broken by bursts of stripped-down exposition.”13 Just as “Hemingway was a
deeper and trickier writer than he pretended to be,” Silverberg continues, “so too with Tiptree,
who conceals behind an aw-shucks artlessness an astonishing skill for shaping scenes and
misdirecting readers into unexpected abysses of experience.”14
If the heavy dialogue interspersed with exposition labelled Tiptree’s narrative style as
ineluctably masculine, the subsequent success of this simulacrum calls into question what is
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masculine versus feminine narrative style. Indeed, “she fooled us,” Le Guin also admits in her
1978 introduction to Tiptree’s collection Star Songs of an Old Primate; “She fooled us good and
proper” but “we can only thank her for it.”15 Silverberg’s error was completely honest, and
everyone fell into the same essentializing trap, but that in itself has to generate an inquiry into
why this was the case because, Le Guin stresses, “we ought to think about our arguments
concerning Women In Fiction, and why we have them [about] all the stuff that has been written
about ‘feminine style,’ about its inferiority or superiority to ‘masculine style,’ about the
necessary, obligatory difference of the two.”16 The critical ‘problem,’ Tiptree/Sheldon, allows us
to probe deeper into the pervasive binary of male and female writing styles that places one
gender at an unfair disadvantage over the other, because the event that unveiled Tiptree as Alice
Sheldon to the world of SF is mired in our own problematic view of what is considered
masculine or feminine writing and our own sociocultural constructed bias steeped into rigid
formulations of gender conventions, both in the 1970s and since. Similarly, when considering
Tiptree’s fiction, Sarah Lefanu grapples with the idea to question what is ‘masculine’ or
‘feminine’ fiction because, she states, “it is too simplistic to say that male writers of science
fiction concern themselves only with technology or ‘hard’ science at the expense of
development of character and the consequences in social terms of technological development,”
and because “Such a distinction not only posits a crude sexual dualism–masculine is hard,
feminine is soft—which anyway is anathema to Tiptree, but it also denies the connections
between the different ‘hard’ and ‘soft’ sciences, connections that in good science fiction should
be made.”17 The classification of ‘hard’ or ‘soft’ SF literature does not apply easily to Tiptree’s
fiction due in part to the fact that some of his most powerful stories have a male narrator, or an
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authorial voice mediated through a male world view, and it is in these stories that “Tiptree’s
feminist vision […] appears at its most powerful and complex.”18
Later on, Tiptree writing as Alice Sheldon would tackle this conundrum differently,
apologetically straddling the fence between how masculine and feminine writing might be
represented. In keeping with the ambivalent image created thus far, Sheldon admits that, “As to
the question of whether there are male and female writing styles, here I may part company from
other women […] I think there is a general Human way of writing, of telling tales of challenge
and response, of trials and strivings—and, in SF, of wondrous alien systems which can
illuminate our own.”19 In a world where Sheldon found acceptance and fame under the guise of a
man writing science fiction, her position on the general human way of writing, coupled with her
idea that “men and women [only seem to] deviate from this central style according to their
experience and inclinations,” is cemented by her recognition that perhaps, while “men have
slightly the edge in black humor, and women in heart-wringing,” ultimately “there is not much
difference” between masculine and feminine writing styles. 20
However, the distinction between gender-biased writing styles is further evidenced when
one looks at how both Tiptree and Sheldon were received before and after the Tiptree veil
slipped off to reveal Sheldon underneath. In effect, as a writer, Sheldon could please neither side.
Le Guin reflects on the readers’ biased perception. There was “all the closed shop attitudes of
radical feminism, which invited Tiptree out of certain inner sanctums because, although his
stories were so very good and so extraordinary in their understanding of women, still, he was a
man,” but on the other hand there was “all the ineffable patronization and put-down Sheldon
[received] from various male reviewers because, although her stories are so very good and so
extraordinary in their understanding of man, still, she is a woman.”21 All that such discourse
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ultimately reveals, Le Guin concludes, is “that kipple, gubbish, garble and abomination which
Alice James Raccoona Tiptree Sheldon, Jr., showed what it is,” while successfully defying
preconceived ideas about male and female writing styles.22 What seems to have sealed it for
Silverberg is the “prevailing masculinity” he saw in both Hemingway and Tiptree, for him “that
preoccupation with questions of courage, with absolute values, with the mysteries and passions
of life and death as revealed by extreme physical tests, by pain and suffering and loss.”23 In one
of her interviews, Sheldon herself alluded to these universal themes as perhaps one possible
explanation to why Tiptree was thought to be a man.

JAMES TIPTREE, JR., RACCOONA SHELDON, AND ALICE B. SHELDON
In a lengthy phone interview after her Tiptree cover had been blown, Sheldon unveiled deepseated anxieties, concerns, and truths about the woman behind the Tiptree phenomenon. The
interviewer’s last question—“Would you do anything differently if you had to do it over?”—
generated a laconic answer from Sheldon: “Re Tiptree? No.”1 So despite agonizing over having
her real identity revealed, perhaps due to a sense of vulnerability associated with who she felt she
truly was or simply because she loved the anonymity, there was no regret about having created
and embodied Tiptree. That Tiptree’s death was “long overdue,” she acknowledges as almost
being a necessity as the man’s personality had become too large and overwhelming for even
herself to handle without being affected one way or another. 2 “It’s a little frightening to find
oneself almost being possessed by this personality that one isn’t or that only one part of one is,”
she states.3 It is almost as if a secondary self tries to emerge from under the façade of one Alice
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Sheldon, a sort of split personality manifestation, a fragmentation of the self that, much like in
Gothic fashion, reemerges as a repressed side to take over the original personality.
While I am not suggesting that the Tiptree persona is the manifestation of a split
personality phenomenon in the clinical sense, it is interesting to look at how Sheldon herself
became aware of the magnitude of her own creation as someone perhaps too overwhelming to be
able to bear in the end. Being Tiptree for about ten years “was an extraordinary experience” she
admitted, because “he had a life of his own [as] he would do things and he would not do other
things, and I didn’t have much control over him.”4 Similar to a novelist’s realistic creation of a
character so well fleshed out that ultimately it ends up taking over the action in the novel as if
driven by a will of its own, Sheldon’s creation became that type of realistic character, a larger
than life personality who took over its creator’s own life. However, despite acknowledging that
she “never calculated a masculine persona,”5 there is a sense that Tiptree was indeed part of
herself and represented only a different facet of who she was. “I wasn’t faking it, really, […] I
never wrote anything that wasn’t true, and my letters were written straight off the way I talked”
she states, and except for the very first letter when “I asked my husband if a man would use a
certain expression, […] I just wrote as I pleased.”6
The complication became even more confusing when Sheldon, apparently out of a need
to escape “Tiptree” and his masculine influence, invented yet another pseudonym, Raccoona
Sheldon, in 1974—part her, yet part another mask to don on top of what was there already. And
when Raccoona eventually started selling her own stories, the layering of façades, masks, and
identities got “fairly confusing,” even for Sheldon.7 The need to escape Tiptree so that Alice
Sheldon could write as a woman became further complicated by the fact that the identity of
Raccoona, it turned out, could not fulfill the role she so much craved—that of a woman writer—
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because ultimately Raccoona represented something left over from what Tiptree could not
embody. Recognizing that Tiptree “owned my past life and my years of SF,” as Raccoona,
Sheldon admitted, “I was writing stories and letters as female me, but from a place I didn’t live in
and without my own real past” because at the same time she was “writing and corresponding as a
man who for a decade had made himself part of me too.”8 Considering the three identities
together inhabiting one physical body, Tiptree, Raccoona, and Alice, it is no wonder that after
having concentrated her literary efforts in Tiptree for a decade, whatever leftover talents and
ideas remained were appropriated by Raccoona only to leave Alice Sheldon bereft of the original
voice that created both, or with very little left to say. The spotlight that shone on Alice B.
Sheldon as the third person in this ménage à trois when the Tiptree identity was revealed pushed
Sheldon to admit that “frankly, I came unglued” and that she was “not over it yet” at the time of
this interview.9 It is noteworthy to reflect on the ability, discipline, and desire of one person to
keep certain facets of her personality so well defined, labeled, and compartmentalized out of an
intrinsic need to express certain aspects of who she was.
The mystifying Tiptree persona still garners interest. Carmela Ciuraru’s take on Tiptree
focuses on Alice Sheldon’s personal life events to give a somewhat pseudo-psychological
explanation for Tiptree’s existence. Headed by what sounds like a quip summarizing an unstable
person—“She was bipolar and sexually confused”10 —Ciuraru’s chapter avoids discussing any of
Sheldon’s accomplishments, whether those of a budding painter, intelligence officer, research
psychologist, or science fiction writer, and instead explores this other possibility that seemingly
allowed Tiptree to come into existence. Although her reading focuses exclusively on Sheldon’s
personal life and what Ciuraru calls “Alice’s gender dysphoria” to explain Tiptree and his
literary success,11 certain passages are relevant insofar as they reveal the inner struggle Sheldon
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appears to have had throughout her entire life and the subsequent ambivalence that resulted from
such internal turmoil. Although I would refrain from suggesting that Tiptree was a result of
Sheldon’s gender dysphoria, which seems to be Ciuraru’s implication, the exploration into
Sheldon’s ambivalence makes for a solid albeit reductive argument. Ciuraru makes use of
excerpts from Sheldon’s journals12 to contextualize a take on the gender issues prevalent in her
life and emphasizes the body as the locus of Sheldon’s problems, arguing that “She was
uncomfortable with her own body, and quite miserable having sex with a man.”13 Perhaps the
discomfort within one’s body can be speculated from Sheldon’s journal entries on such subject,
as she seemingly admitted: “Oh god pity me I am born damned they say it is ego in me I know it
is man all I want is man’s life […] my damned oh my damned body how can I escape it … I am
going crazy, thank god for liquor.”14 Julie Phillips, Sheldon’s biographer, tactfully inserts a
prefatory explanation for this desperate statement found, Phillips suggests, “in the middle of an
otherwise blank sketchbook, in pencil, […] scribbled [as a] secret, probably drunken note.”15
Considering Sheldon’s propensity towards such extremes and volatile states of mind during her
wildly fluctuating depressive moods as they are charted in her biography, it would be cautious to
refrain from drawing reductive and final conclusions regarding the motives behind the existence
of Tiptree. The note itself as it is reproduced in Phillips’s book seems to be indeed written under
the influence. Words strung up in semi-coherent sentences without cohesive grammatical rules
and punctuated by an underlying implied anxiety reflect indeed a tormented attitude towards
gender. It seems Sheldon desired to have a man’s body as she saw it a better fit for her needs,
because she felt she only “play[s] woman woman I cannot live or breathe I cannot even make
things I am going crazy” and stated that “I am no damned woman wasteful god not to have made
me a man.”16 Phillips attempts to position Sheldon’s tormented attitude about gender in general
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and her body in particular by revealing the background views on sexuality in the early 20 th
century when “to dabble with bisexuality was accepted in artistic milieus, but a serious romantic
and sexual relationship with another woman was not.”17
Historian Lillian Faderman suggests that living openly as a lesbian in the early 20th
century seems to have been a choice for only “the most brave, unconventional, committed, or
desperate.”18 Sheldon did not seem to be either of these, for despite “all her willingness to take
sexual risks, Alice probably never had a serious affair with a woman” because when “she met
somebody she liked, she talked and talked and then fled.”19 More than anything, Phillips
suggests, Sheldon wanted to be equal to a man, purposeful and exploring, but didn’t know how.20
Sheldon’s first husband, Bill Davey, also admitted that indeed she “’had a very masculine nature,
put it that way. […] She was a beautiful man’” with “a strong male side, both physically and in
her approach to the world.”21 Perhaps it is safer to surmise that Sheldon’s gender ambivalence
could more likely have been a combination of complex issues stemming from an innate desire to
please and be liked which eventually leads to a self-imposed lifestyle confined to the traditional
conventions of her time.22 However, Ciuraru suggests that it is Sheldon’s ambivalence about her
own body, her gender dysphoria, which “would lead her to inhabit a male self so that she could
feel in control as an author.”23 It could be a plausible explanation for becoming Tiptree,
especially when considering Sheldon’s own opinions on the body as problematic for the
development and existence of her female identity. Sometime during her marriage to William
Davey, she wrote an undated and unfinished essay in which she asserts that a woman’s body is
an “unpredictable, volcanic, treacherous, merry, rather overpowering thing to live with […] a
large and only partly tamed animal, day and night the damn thing is being itself, with its own
semi-inscrutable operations.”24 This piece alludes further to one of the prevalent themes in
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Tiptree’s fiction on biological determinism which suggests only a doomed existence for the
female body. A woman, Sheldon wrote, contains within her “a mechanism hostile to herself,
which without cause may wreck her health, which when operating specially will endanger her
life, and which when diseased is a monster of malignancy; which is so bound up with her life
force that its extirpation leaves her a sterile shell.”25 It is notable to add that this essay appears to
have been written around the time Sheldon suffered health consequences from a botched
abortion which left her unable to bear children. The anger and resentment are palpable as it
seems that she could not find a place for herself in the grand schema that is life. Realizing that
motherhood would not be something she will likely experience, Ciuraru argues, Sheldon “felt
betrayed by her own body.”26 Sheldon’s suggestion that human beings should be divided not into
men and women but into men and mothers therefore leaves her unable to place herself into either
category, making her conclude that “endless makeshift is the destiny.”27 This particular drive to
shift gears, Phillips suggests, is the quintessential characteristic of Sheldon’s life. From the many
career changes—young explorer into the depths of Africa, budding and promising painter, CIA
intelligence officer, research psychologist, science fiction writer—one gets this feeling of
“endless makeshift.” Therefore, one of her uses for her pseudonym, Phillips concludes, was to
slip out from under the patterns of gender, to escape the limitations of one sex and one desire and
one of her uses for science fiction was to find a language for an unspeakable trouble.28
With a strong belief in such restrictive, punitive, and wildly untamable characteristics of
gender, Sheldon’s conclusion that being a woman was an “almost debilitating condition, and
certainly a steep disadvantage” is quite understandable.29 But her own tendency toward such an
ambivalent state of existence seemingly upset many people who came close to her. Sheldon
admitted to having been called “brilliant, beautiful, neurotic, suicidal, restless, amoral, anarchic,
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dangerous, diffuse, weak, strong, perverse, and just plain nuts” and Ciuraru further suggests that
in Sheldon’s case, the impossible fact of living as a woman was enough to make anyone
despondent or crazy.30 Perhaps the inability to define one’s gender by the conventional formula
acceptable for her times drives the conflicted Sheldon to reject adhering to the gender binary
man/woman and proposes the existence of five: men, women, children, mothers, and human
beings. As far as where she would fit into her schema, she concluded that it is best “in most of
the waking hours of a non-pregnant woman to consider her[self] a kind of man.”31 Some of
Sheldon’s journal entries seem to explore deeply the core of a troubled existence, privately
espoused for the benefit of no one’s eyes but her own. As much as they reveal her conflicted
views regarding gender, one could also surmise that as a private journal is not intended for public
eyes, certain statements written without necessarily a consciously imposed censorship could veer
towards more exaggerated utterings about one’s beliefs. This is especially poignant when the
journal is used as a venue for venting one’s private frustrations deemed inappropriate for a public
audience. Again, I am not stating that Sheldon’s problems were not contributing factors to her
decision-making process insofar as the existence of Tiptree is concerned. What I am suggesting
is an objective distancing from the belief that one’s condition makes one’s persona when
attempting to assess the work. Ciuraru focuses on the layering of personalities within Sheldon
who admitted being in possession of “enough sub-personalities so [she] can build one up to
where it is quite companionable.”32 Tiptree might just have been the right personality for
Sheldon because the successful decade of inhabiting his literary skin proves it with all the
accolades she received in the SF world. It was bold; it was daring, adventurous, secretive,
powerful, and empowering; it was unbelievably beatific being a man and enjoying the power that
came attached to that identity. When writing as Tiptree, however, Sheldon admitted that “part of
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my secretiveness [was] nothing more than childhood glee,”33 suggesting that the Tiptree identity
constituted more of a play space for Sheldon’s gender ambivalence. The lengths to which she
went to create and maintain this identity speak more of the deep need to become someone else
for a while and to escape the constrictions of gender.
However, as the Tiptree identity became a burden to maintain in view of the author’s
literary successes and visibility in the SF community, it seems that Sheldon’s increasing
“ambivalence toward her male alter ego had started to affect her ability to play the role” as well,
Ciuraru suggests.34 Even though Sheldon longed for a male identity, being a man also became
burdensome, especially when the effort to maintain the mask was no longer boosted by a
childhood glee of having gotten away with the secret. Having become serious business, Tiptree’s
persona wore her down, and the validity of Ciuraru’s argument that Tiptree was indeed a
manifestation of Sheldon’s gender dysphoria is questionable, for why then in the end did she feel
compelled to rid herself of Tiptree? Why the need to take on a female persona? Why the need for
another female persona when she already had one to begin with? Despite Ciuraru’s suggestion
that gender dysphoria might facilitate an explanation for the Tiptree phenomenon, Sheldon’s
perpetual vacillation regarding gender raises more questions and obstacles than answers. While
there is merit behind applying personal information to elucidate the authorial conundrum that
was Tiptree, it is also reductive to assume that such a method would reveal the complicated
secret that was and still is Alice Sheldon /James Tiptree, Jr. /Raccoona Sheldon.
Dedicated exclusively to the Tiptree/Sheldon phenomenon, Justine Larbalestier’s search
for the person behind the names reveals at the same time Tiptree’s impact on the SF
‘malestream’ world.35 The outing of Tiptree may not appear as earthshattering now after time has
diluted the importance and essence of such event. But considering how Tiptree appeared on the
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firmament of the genre has to give one pause to reflect on the set of events that took place
between late 1960s and late 1980s in order to understand the magnitude of Tiptree’s existence.
Can the question of ‘who Tiptree/Sheldon was’ ever be answered? Perhaps not as easily as one
would like. As it turns out, Tiptree, Sheldon, and Raccoona “are all performances.”36 The
statement rings true to some of the suggestions about Sheldon’s ambivalent attitude toward her
own self. Larbalestier’s conclusion that these personas were indeed performances is rooted in
Jeffrey D. Smith’s account of his first meeting face to face with Alice Sheldon. He writes:
[S]he was Tiptree often, the raconteur telling stories with little or no provocation, the
speculator running with ideas to logical, illogical and evocative conclusions. Sometimes
(particularly when she and her husband clattered around the kitchen fixing dinner) she
was Raccoona, the rather dotty retired schoolteacher supposedly in Wisconsin. These
were unconscious—whenever she thought about who she was, she was Alice Sheldon,
the one who doesn’t write science fiction.37
The keen observations of this enthusiastic Tiptree fan—later to become Tiptree’s literary
executor—lead Larbalestier to second what Smith saw as performances of “sex and self.”38
While Sheldon seems to have played at being both Raccoona and Tiptree, Larbalestier suggests
that she also played “at being Alice Sheldon,” a statement which ultimately creates more
confusion and deepens the mystery of “this feminist fairy tale.”39
Wendy Pearson also admits to the existence of a number of complicating factors when
one considers Tiptree’s existence but she does not venture an answer to whether Tiptree was
“simply a pseudonymous entree into a male-dominated publishing business,” an “adopted
persona, a form of masquerade,” or an “alternative identity for Sheldon.”40 Instead, calling
Tiptree a “feminist subverter of masculinist (and, in fact, of some feminist) assumptions about
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the inherently gendered nature of writing,” Pearson draws attention to the scholarship of
Larbalestier and Amanda Boulter to suggest that Alice/ James/ Raccoona’s multiple existences
“can best be understood, through the works of such feminist critics as Judith Butler and Sue
Ellen Case, as performative.”41 Butler defines gender as a strategy of survival within compulsory
systems, a performance with punitive consequences in a society that has established historically
through acts, gestures, and desires a gender core that represents a discursive illusion maintained
for the sole purpose of regulating sexuality as it is framed within reproductive heterosexuality.42
Such punitive consequences drive the normative performativity of gender by forcing one to abide
and adhere to the process of continuously (re)constructing masculinities or femininities of a
culture which tacitly agrees to perform, produce, and maintain the polarity of distinct gender
roles in order to sustain the historically and reproductively imposed heteronormativity.
With the implication that gender performance should not be understood as merely simple
playacting, but, as Butler suggests, “for the most part compulsory performances, ones which
none of us choose, but which each of us is forced to negotiate,”43 how does the performance of
being both Tiptree and Raccoona figure on the body of one Alice Sheldon? Butler’s proposed
concept of the body as the locus of cultural inscription in her exploration of gender as
performance finds Tiptree, Raccoona, and Alice Sheldon in a complicated scenario. Based on the
premise that “gender is an identity tenuously constituted in time, instituted in an exterior space
through a stylized repetition of acts,”44 Alice Sheldon successfully constructed both a male and a
female identity separate from her actual, biological body. There is no doubt that both identities,
Tiptree and Raccoona, were created to satisfy a need Alice had. Alice admits that Raccoona
came into existence as the female side of Sheldon to express ideas the Tiptree persona could not
have said. Sheldon’s attempt to juggle two distinct gender performances in order to express
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things only women or men could say plays into the particular cultural expectations and anxieties
of her times. Pearson points out that “the requirements of Tiptree’s culture, at an earlier and
perhaps less complex feminist moment, were not precisely the requirements of middle-class
American culture today.”45 One could additionally suggest a look back at the conformist society
of Sheldon’s childhood and youth—much like Tiptree’s biographer also does—as yet another
possible reason behind the cloak and dagger genuflexions she went through when creating
multiple identities. As these identities were not adopted to satisfy a need to disappear but to
create literary personas that eventually attained public fame, the function of Alice Sheldon as
author of Tiptree and Raccoona—and therefore of the texts produced by both—could become a
contested point of exploration. Then perhaps when considering the plurality of self exhibited in
the Tiptree and Raccoona personas, one should not concentrate on why Tiptree or why Raccoona,
but on how Alice Sheldon as both Tiptree and Raccoona was able or unable to “neutralize the
contradictions that may emerge in a series of texts” created under both pseudonyms,
contradictions which Michel Foucault states exist “at a certain level of [the author’s] thought or
desire, of his consciousness or unconscious.”46 At a particular point these contradictions are
resolved, Foucault suggests, with the attribution of a proper author name, and this resolution can
be accomplished when viewing the author as the principle of a certain unity of writing, “where
incompatible elements are at last tied together or organized around a fundamental or originating
contradiction.”47
The question whether Alice Sheldon successfully resolves the contradiction inherent in
the plurality of self she created in Tiptree and Raccoona opens a path for further research and
exploration of the writing she produced as both personas. Amanda Boulter successfully raises
important issues concerning the nature of ‘male’ and ‘female’ writing in this particular case,

17

emphasizing the significance of keeping the two textual personas separate and distinct, much as
Sheldon did when choosing to publish stories as either Tiptree or Raccoona. Sheldon as Tiptree
wrote stories with different intent than Sheldon as Raccoona. This distinction needs to be
sustained to understand the complexity of the circumstances and how a collapse in this
distinction allows for an easier assessment of Sheldon’s fiction by eliminating the most poignant
aspect of what makes Tiptree/ Raccoona/ Sheldon such a complicated phenomenon. The
successful gender deception made Sheldon an intriguing figure for feminist critics of SF
literature whose concentrated efforts on Tiptree’s fiction during the 1980s and 1990s focus on
gender issues to eventually identify also a feminist subtext in the stories with a less overt
political text.48 However, Boulter insists on the distinction because the critical reevaluation of
Tiptree’s work undertaken specifically with Sheldon’s gender deception in mind becomes a
constructive one for feminist SF, but to the extent that this reevaluation engages in a
retrospective feminization of James Tiptree, Jr. is also problematic. The ‘masculine’ fiction of
Tiptree published after the 1977 revelation of identity carries the stigma of Sheldon’s female
voice for both readers and critics of Tiptree.
The revelation changed how people read Tiptree. Tiptree’s gender performance
confronted both men and women to admit to their complicity as readers, and the men who said
that women cannot write science fiction were embarrassed. While Tiptree’s style was compared
by Silverberg to that of Hemingway and recognized as “ineluctably masculine” in 1975, by 1979
it had become “a stylistic sham reflecting a counterfeit masculinity.”49 Richard Cowper’s review
of Tiptree’s first novel, Up the Walls of the World (1978), is a misogynistic reaction to Sheldon’s
fraudulent assumption of masculinity: “I believe the book to be an overlong tissue of sf clichés
[…]. She follows the popular recipe as sedulously as any young bride baking her first cake from
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a packet of ‘Granny Gopher’s Analog Cake Mix’.”50 But while feminist critics reread Tiptree as
a woman writer exploring women’s themes, despite the gender deception, some men, Phillips
suggests, felt that Tiptree was stolen from them.51 Critics who aim to identify the authentic voice
behind the Tiptree façade, Boulter contests, oftentimes render the pseudonym transparent, and
“this collapse in the distinction between (male) persona and (female) writer allows contemporary
critics to avoid the gender ambivalence in the work of James Tiptree/Alice Sheldon.”52 This
collapse would not only nullify the gender ambivalence in Tiptree’s fiction but also Sheldon’s
intended desire to express specific gender coded messages.
A look at the language and context of two different stories—“Houston, Houston, Do You
Read?” and “Your Faces, O My Sisters! Your Faces Filled Of Light!”—published both in 1976,
the first under the Tiptree pseudonym, the second under Raccoona Sheldon, reveals both female
and male gender biases. Alice Sheldon’s appropriation of the Tiptree male persona for “Houston,
Houston” allows her to explore the alienation of the last three men on earth in an all-female
society. In a reversal of roles, the men occupy a questionable position, one where the futuristic
cloned women would have to consider granting them equal rights. Yet, as the main character
Lorimer deftly realizes that men have become obsolete, he questions their own usefulness, for if
the women take the risk of giving them equal rights, he rightfully asks: “what could we possibly
contribute?”53 From a male perspective, the superfluous nature of man in a future world ruled by
women becomes a chilling prospect. The question that lingers behind is a warning against the
burning issue of the 1970s. If the feminist movement of Tiptree’s days is allowed to succeed and
the women granted equal rights, who is to say which way the balance of powers would tip.
Would men eventually become subservient to women, or worse, unnecessary? Is this a veiled
warning against the feminist movement of the times? Tiptree’s position opens the way to
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envision possibilities men might have to encounter in an environment where both men and
women are equal.
On the other hand, Raccoona, Sheldon’s female textual persona, unveils yet another
problematic issue, this time as viewed from the female perspective. Raccoona’s story, “Your
Faces, O My Sisters,” is a critique of the women’s compliance to the rules of a patriarchal
society which subjugates them into positions of inferiority. The women, Raccoona warns, can
also fall prey to the rhetoric of gender oppression, complacently accepting a state of affairs that
perpetuates patriarchy. The radical feminism of the future in this story where all women are
viewed as sisters contrasts with the anti-feminist narrative of some of the women characters. The
intrusive dialogue between a mother and her daughter interrupts at times the main female
protagonist’s perspective—a girl treated to electric shocks and thus brought to exist in a
delusional state of mind for having defied society’s conventions—and reveals the women’s
complicity in maintaining the status quo. She is “one of those bra-burners […], a girl like that is
asking for it. Just asking for whatever she gets. I don’t care what you say, there are certain rules.
I have no sympathy, no sympathy at all,” the mother states.54 With the advice and lessons to be
learned passed on by mother to daughter, Raccoona emphasizes the pitfall into which some
women of her society can and do fall. It is a harsh critique of those who rigidly abide by the rules
of an unjust world that favors one gender over the other, especially when women are the ones to
uphold laws that contribute to their own oppression.
Boulter points to the differences in Tiptree’s and Raccoona’s stories as worth exploring
when assessing gender bias and their effect on the readers. Tiptree’s and Raccoona’s
representations of women differ, and despite Tiptree’s choice of rough misogynist language, he
abstains from depicting Raccoona’s choice of showcasing violence—both rape and murder—
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against women. As a woman writer identifying women’s complicity in maintaining and
perpetuating a patriarchal system, Raccoona Sheldon demonstrates that “being female does not
guarantee a progressive politics any more than being male precludes one.”55 Ultimately, Boulter
suggests, the issue is not that Sheldon wrote as a woman or as a man, but how the author’s
implied gender influences the reader’s reconstruction of the text. Such observation is notable in
Sheldon’s case when one considers Tiptree’s meteoric rise in SF compared to Raccoona’s less
than stellar beginning. Tiptree did not have the publishing difficulties that Raccoona
encountered. Harry Harrison’s introduction to Tiptree’s 1973 collection of stories, Ten Thousand
Light Years from Home, reveals the ease with which Tiptree entered the SF world:
Here was a story by a professional, a man who knew how to interest me, entertain me,
and tell me something about the world and mankind’s affairs all at the same time. I
wrote at once and was pleased to hear, some years later, that the word from me arrived
just one day before a check from John W. Campbell. Now, that is the way to start a
career in science fiction.56
Raccoona, on the other hand, did not have the same easy success. Her stories were not
considered for publication until a testimony from Tiptree himself accompanied them to persuade
the editor to give them a second look.
Having sold her first story to John W. Campbell, whose name, Larbalestier states, is
“synonymous with the so-called golden age of science fiction,” Sheldon as Tiptree entered the
SF genre on the auspices of the man whose opinion mattered most in the field and was admitted
at the same time “into a particularly boy’s own version of the genre.”57 The validation by the
male SF community weighed heavily in Tiptree’s favor with reviews that clamored for his
sparse, masculine style from P. Shuyler Miller’s endorsement of Tiptree as “one of the finest
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talents to appear in the field in some time” to Silverberg’s well-known introduction to Warm
Worlds, overflowing with enthusiasm for Tiptree’s writing style. 58 Tiptree was an entirely
believable male persona who stole the spotlight on many occasions. Witty, sharp, and flirtatious,
the man who understood women cast a shadow over Sheldon’s other textual persona. Raccoona
Sheldon does not seem to get much coverage. While Tiptree’s work “was indeed profoundly
feminist because ‘he’ was ‘she’ and at the same time ‘she’ had been able to fool everyone into
believing ‘she’ was ‘he’,” Raccoona’s feminism was vastly different from that of James Tiptree,
Jr.59 It is perhaps because, Larbalestier suggests, “Raccoona used the same pronouns ‘we’ and
‘our,’ referring to ‘we women,’ but here they operate to exclude Tiptree,”60 thus creating that
strategic distinction between the ‘male’ and ‘female’ voice which Boulter insists on maintaining
when reading Tiptree. Perhaps Alice Sheldon identified with Raccoona more from the standpoint
of being a woman having to work and achieve in a man’s world and not with Tiptree who was
accepted into the old boys club with such pomp and circumstance.

SHELDON’S FEMINISM AND GENDER PERFORMANCE IN TIPTREE’S FICTION
Asked in September 1980—note the length, 1980-82, it took her to deliberate over the questions
for the Contemporary Authors interview—to elaborate on the definition of male and female
which appears to be of great concern in her work produced both as Tiptree and Raccoona and
questioned whether she considered herself a “woman’s libber,” Sheldon’s reply errs on the side
of caution, much like the message of her stories. She sarcastically pointed out it sounded close to
blubber which reminded her of “something hopelessly bulging and flabby, like those balloons
clowns slap each other with.”1 However, she admitted that she was “very strongly a feminist, but
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of the older school where we fought a lot of our battles alone.”2 While confessing to being a
feminist, she also emphasized that the type of feminism to which she adhered is “of a far earlier
vintage” where women struggled to make sense out of the oppressive patriarchy on their own
and not necessarily organized in any type of groups. 3 She admitted having a sympathetic eye for
many of the “wilder manifestations of women’s lib” because one needs both the “outrageous”
and the “respectable” and because as a “plain social movement of the oppressed” she recognized
that it “takes all kinds of people doing all kinds of things to move a mass from A to B” in order
to have something significant happen in terms of gender equality.4
However, Sheldon strays from her cautionary tone to boldly voice that as far as feminism
goes, she would “never want to be the queen bee type like Clare Boothe Luce” who much like
other “’top’ women” who seem to have it made “manipulate on the basis of charm [and] tend to
exploit male weaknesses solely for their own advantage.”5 Clare Boothe Luce, US Ambassador
to Italy during Eisenhower’s presidency and the first ever woman to hold such an important
diplomatic post, ironically had mixed feelings about the role of women in society. As per C. L.
Sulzberger, she was overheard during a dinner in Luxembourg attended by European dignitaries
stating that all women wanted from men “was babies and security.”6 A 1952 Longines
Chronoscope television interview reveals the soft-spoken, self-assured, and confidently smiling
Boothe Luce turning questions into well-turned staccato phrases of pleasantly political
generalities. Perhaps it is the honeyed voice emphasizing every other word with which she
evades crucial details focusing only on generalities as she serves the audience a safe answer that
seems to be what have gotten under Sheldon’s skin. Asked whether she thinks that a woman has
a role in diplomacy and if a woman can maneuver and negotiate with European politicians as
well as a man can, Boothe Luce deflects and stays clear of a direct answer by repeating the
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question back to the interviewer in what becomes a well-played bashfully flirtatious act.
Manipulating the two male interviewers into giving up, the question remains unanswered.
Instead, she uses body language to prove that indeed a woman can and does manipulate for her
own benefit as the ambassador flirtatiously evades an answer. This is perhaps what Sheldon
observed when she pointed out that these so-called made women were “no help […] and they
[did] nothing to make it easier for an ugly or charmless woman to succeed.”7 The type of
feminism promoted by Boothe Luce as Sheldon noticed is not an egalitarian type but an
opportunistic one insofar as it highlights using feminine charms to get ahead in society. This
perhaps is one facet of the ‘outrageous’ version of feminism Sheldon mentioned early on. A
pervasive feeling of doubt and pessimism characterizes Sheldon’s position on gender equality
which is clearly evidenced in her fiction as well. “Even if ‘we’ ever ‘win’ equality, it’ll still be
precarious,” because equality for women, she stated by quoting a female character in her story
‘The Women Men Don’t See,’ “will only last as long as nothing goes seriously wrong in society
[for] when it does and men get scared, the first thing they’ll do is resubjugate women—and
whatever went wrong will be blamed on their ‘liberty and licentiousness’.”8 With all Sheldon’s
doubt about the future of the movement, it seems that ironically both she and Boothe Luce
straddle the fence and avoid stating an opinion regarding a woman’s role in society. The
ambivalence cannot be more poignant.
This ambivalence could stem from Sheldon’s propensity to embody—when
circumstances dictated—the multifaceted personas she created, and Tiptree/ Raccoona/ Sheldon
were only different facets of the same fragmented self. These gender performances, if indeed this
is what they are, can best be understood when one looks at how the more recent queer theory
combines with feminist reading to explore the conundrum that was Tiptree/ Raccoona/ Sheldon.
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Veronica Hollinger attempts to construct strategic intersections between queer theory and
feminist theory “in order to suggest how queer theory's attention to issues of gender and
sexuality can enrich feminist critical reading.”9 A special section dedicated to a reading of
Tiptree’s story “The Girl who was Plugged In” focuses on the aspect of performed femininity, of
femininity as masquerade. It echoes Larbalestier’s statement on Tiptree/ Raccoona/ Sheldon
personas as being performances of both self and gender. Hollinger proposes that a queer theory
reading can inform the type of feminism found in Tiptree’s fiction. By using some of its insights
such as its perspectives on gender performativity, Hollinger identifies some of the complex ways
in which SF, especially feminist SF, “has ironized and problematized concepts of gender and
sexuality since almost its inception.”10 Although science fiction tends to be “an overwhelmingly
straight imaginative discourse,” queer perspectives, such as those developed by Judith Butler,
Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, Sue-Ellen Case, and Monique Wittig, allow for a broader
understanding of the ways in which some SF challenges compulsory heterosexuality, and a
queering of feminist critical reading might help to think against the grain of a naturalized
heteronormativity.11
Tiptree’s plugged in girl seems to embody Hollinger’s definition of the perfect
performance of femininity, which theorizes the “coercive nature of gender as imprisonment.”12
Dubbed Tiptree’s “proto-cyberpunk story about the techno-body that fails,” the “Girl” is a story
about how demands of society to adhere to a normative standard, in this case, the cultural
construct of ideal femininity, can and often has dire repercussions. 13 Tiptree’s protagonist, P.
Burke, has an ugly body, one that does not matter in the world, hidden in an underground hi-tech
laboratory from which her mind remotely operates the beautiful but soulless body of Delphi who
is just a vegetable if not for someone who controls her from the distance.14 The mind/body matrix
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represented here by the fusion of P. Burke’s mind with Delphi’s body often plays on the duality
and fragmentation of the self. As P. Burke gradually immerses herself within Delphi’s life, so
diametrically different than what she was used to, the desire to become Delphi and the eventual
conflation of the mind with the body brings upon in the end the death of both. Hollinger focuses
on Butler’s contention that “gender definitions exclude as often as they include” to suggest that
P. Burke’s is the abjected body relegated by conventional notions of femininity to outside social
norms but who via telepresence is able virtually to be beautiful and famous. 15 In an ironic choice
of plot device reminiscent of some of today’s reality television programs, Tiptree’s protagonist
via her surrogate body is exposed to the millions of potential consumers as a living
advertisement in order to sell products in a world where direct advertising has been banned.
Constantly surrounded by cameras, P. Burke as Delphi lives in front of an audience, while in her
lab, P. Burke dreams of healing the split between the mind trapped in the monstrous body and
the idealized feminine body that remains forever separate. P. Burke’s desire to become Delphi,
Hollinger suggests, is the desire to close the gap between herself and the cultural ideal of
femininity but her “performance-at-a-distance of femininity is a consumer-driven masquerade in
which such performance provides her only opportunity, within the constraints of an ugly and
abjected female body, to mimic acceptable femininity.”16 Only by successfully performing the
masquerade, will P. Burke be granted a reward as she would finally qualify for a fairy-tale
ending. By focusing on the performativity of gender, which through repetitive actions mimic
socially accepted definitions of gender, Hollinger suggests that “Tiptree's P. Burke is the divinely
feminine Delphi as long as she performs Delphi, who in these terms is neither more nor less than
the sum of P. Burke's gendered performances.”17 Hollinger’s reading of Tiptree’s story stands to
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reinforce both Larbalestier and Jeffrey D. Smith’s statements on Tiptree / Raccoona/ Sheldon as
Alice Sheldon’s performances of self and gender.
Drawing on Hollinger’s take on “The Girl who was Plugged In” and Butler’s model of
gender performativity, I would like to examine an early Tiptree story, one less talked about,
which ironically explores the concept of gender performativity and its inherent fluid quality. “All
the Kinds of Yes” is an example of the authorial Tiptree that Pearson calls a “feminist subverter
of masculinist (and, in fact, of some feminist) assumptions about the inherently gendered nature
of writing.”18 One of the few humorous stories Tiptree attempted, this is a narrative told with
comedic flair which hides underneath a pessimistic message about the place, the otherness, and
the alienation of women in a patriarchal society. It is a story where the female alien body
becomes the locus of representation for the power struggle that exists between genders. While a
queer theory approach reveals the female alien body as a system with permeable boundaries
which through its potential for transgression denotes not only danger but also a certain sense of
empowerment anticipated by the possibility of future transgressions, a feminist reading of the
text reinforces the woman-as-object theme, unveiling in this case the hopelessness of the fight
for equality which takes shape in the form of the salvific woman.
Salvation, however, seems to be far from the mind of the female alien character in
Tiptree’s story. Introduced as an unnamed “hero [who] arrived […] by chartered slambang,
incidentally indicating that he was very rich or very desperate” (2), Tiptree sets up the tone by
mentioning the character’s name to be “an energy configuration followed by several gestures
[…] of no importance here” (2), something inconsequential, unimportant, forgettable, that could
dissipate with a flick of a hand. The instability or fluidity of identity thus promoted allows the
alien to “materialize […] in the form of a bare baboon-bottom youth eighteen feet tall with very
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peculiar arms” (2) before readjusting its appearance to coincide with what appears to be the
standard humanoid shape of the planet’s population. The fact that the character chooses “a
young, idealized David Dubinsky” form who, after having “extinguished the halo” (2), blends
right into the crowd adds to the satirical tone of the story. Whether intentional or not, Tiptree
introduces the female alien body as a viable site for generating and exploring a discourse on
gender identity. The radical critique the author seems to espouse regarding this issue creates a
bevy of political possibilities as consequences. Butler’s discussion of the body as a surface for
cultural inscription where the “’body’ often appears to be a passive medium that is signified by
an inscription from a cultural source figured as ‘external’ to that body”19 helps validate Tiptree’s
alien’s choice of masculine body as its first de facto mode of existence in the heteronormative
society of the American 1970s. The daring move of having a female alien body morph into the
masculine persona of one of the prominent political figures of the times not only provides fodder
for the satirical background of the story but also opens up a rich venue for the application of
Butler’s ideas on the limits of the body.
Through Butler’s reading of “the boundaries of the body as the limits of the socially
hegemonic,”20 the body as a system with permeable boundaries vulnerable to transgressions
invites in Tiptree’s story both the possibility of danger for the human population and of
empowerment for the alien, for “if the body is synecdochal for the social system per se or a site
in which open systems converge, then any kind of unregulated permeability constitutes a site of
pollution and endangerment.”21 Inscribed on the female alien body, the masculine persona of the
“International Ladies’ Garment Workers Union” (2) leader offers a certain ironic appeal for the
females of Earth. Leaving aside the possibility that a certain textual poignancy may be lost on the
21st century reader—Dubinsky is often seen in pictures shaking hands with many of the US
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Presidents, from FDR, to Truman, to Kennedy, and LBJ—the permeability of the body’s surface
that Butler discusses as it relates to the effective reinscription of its boundaries “along new
cultural lines”22 is revealed in this case as one of the alien’s attributes of speedy communication.
Achieving “contact telepathy” (3) through prolonged tactile input becomes in Tiptree’s world a
comic example of one of SF’s basic themes: first contact. Regulated through constant touch as “a
supple young female was clinging to his neck and sending tremors through Dubinsky’s 1935
single-breasted” (2), the seemingly innocuous physicality between alien and human becomes a
transgressive breach of boundaries. At the same time the touch exposes the human to new
dangers, it also empowers the alien with knowledge of the new species in an intimate yet casual
gesture of sexual interest. The raw thoughts thus exposed via touch reveal the hidden aspects of
identity. While the alien encounters four other characters along the way—Filomena, the clingy
girl it first meets, RT, a Ralph Nader wannabe, Greg, a girl prone to scientific thoughts, and
Barlow—it manages to bring to the surface what it calls their “song,” their innermost essence
and what Butler nominates as the “interior and organizing gender core, an illusion discursively
maintained for the purposes of the regulation of sexuality within the obligatory frame of
reproductive heterosexuality.”23 While the concept of the organizing gender core of the socially
acceptable frame of reproductive heterosexuality maintains a sense of order in the formulation of
gender identity as it relates to the four humans, these carefully constructed boundaries break
down in the case of the female alien to suggest the performative nature of gender.
Just as Butler makes uses of drag to subvert any “distinction between inner and outer
psychic space,”24 mocking the notion of an essential gender identity and thus giving way to the
concept of gender fluidity, Tiptree’s alien’s behavior is an early example of gender performance
where, having morphed into a male human form, it pushes the boundaries of heteronormative
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sexuality. The group orgy that finds the four humans and the alien entangled in an experimental
sexual encounter of an extraterrestrial kind reveals the female experience as most notable. With
the two human males pinioned in positions of voyeurs, they “could see [Filomena’s] eyes
looking very surprised [as] she was feeling herself entered, enveloped, in total empathy and
augmentation” followed by the moment when “Greg scrambled onto his lap and […] mewed and
rolled him over [until] she was finished” (12). Further cementing the telepathic connection
among them, the sexual encounter also serves as a breach of bodily boundaries. The
transgression happens not only at the level of different species but also at the level of gender. A
first reading of Tiptree’s story does not reveal the alien to be female until the end. The sexual act
described is in perfect unison with heteronormative human sexuality, except perhaps a few slight
alterations for comic effect. Additional readings, however, which bring into consideration the
alien gender as specifically female, give a subtle nod to homosexuality in this context to allow
for the introduction of female desire and autonomy into the discourse. Not only is the female
alien body empowered by the idealized physical and spiritual connection with the humans, the
discourse thus generated offers a myriad of potentialities for female discourse to suggest how the
body can, as Butler says, “disrupt the regulatory fiction of heterosexual coherence” to consider
how gender is an identity constituted in time and instituted in an exterior space through a stylized
repetition of acts.25 Tiptree, a woman writing under a male pseudonym, explores this breach of
bodily boundaries at a time of heightened feminist movement, making a subversive move toward
the essence and institutions of patriarchy.
Yet, for all the subtle and artistic authorial handling of gender discourse, while the
permeability of the female alien body allows for transgressions of boundaries denoting not only
danger but also a sense of empowerment, the final image of the alien body reinforces the
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woman-as-object theme, unveiling the hopelessness of the fight for equality which takes shape in
this case in the form of the salvific woman performing an ultimate gesture of empathy and
sacrifice. A feminist reading reveals how the duality of gender inscribed on the female alien
body plays right into the power struggle between what is considered male and what is female to
show how even in alien worlds male trumps female. Having experienced bonding with the
humans via the impromptu orgy, having “gone native” (15), as another alien points out, seems to
have muddled the alien’s senses. He/she is abandoned in a flurry of gestures and told they
(his/her kind) will “be in touch when you get your identity together” (16). The subtle shift in
dominance is palpable. The character of the alien as male starts to literally lose shape and
disintegrate as the story proceeds towards its conclusion. The confident masculinity performed
by the alien posing as David Dubinsky “melted some more” and the four humans “saw he was
coming to resemble Barbra Streisand” (19). Leaving aside Tiptree’s cheeky nods to the pop
culture of his times, this gradual and visible metamorphosis is representative of both hope and
the loss of it in the feminist fight of the 1970s. Tiptree’s manipulation of his alien character from
male to female bespeaks of certain doom for the females of any species. What seems to win in
the end is the overriding power of the masculine society. Simone de Beauvoir states in The
Second Sex that generic “humanity is male and man defines woman not in herself but as relative
to him” because “for him, she is sex – absolute sex, no less” as she is being “defined and
differentiated with reference to man and not he with reference to her [as] she is the incidental, the
inessential as opposed to the essential.”26 Moreover, as de Beauvoir emphasizes male dominance
over the female, because “He is the Subject, he is the Absolute – she is the Other,”27 Tiptree
seems to suggest that even in an alien world, despite phenomenal attributes of morphing and
shapeshifting and choices, the female body is ultimately relegated to the same hierarchical power
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of domination where being female means one is at a great disadvantage because being female is
not only about being the Other but being the alien in the male/female binary.
Furthermore, Josephine Donovan’s concept of feminist criticism as moral criticism helps
elucidate Tiptree’s choice for his female alien’s outcome. Donovan’s decision “to return to the
‘images of women’ approach that dominated feminist literary studies of the early 1970s […] still
central to the pedagogy of Women Studies in literature”28 promotes a feminist reading of
Tiptree’s character as the embodiment of the salvific woman. The attribute of morality Donovan
attaches to feminist criticism reinforces a reading of Tiptree’s female alien as a conduit for
salvation. The moment the alien discloses “I’m pregnant” (17) and that she is in effect female
and has chosen Earth to give birth to some “thirty thousand [babies that would] just f-fight and
eat [and] destroy everything” (20), Tiptree shifts from ‘he’ to ‘she’ when referring to the alien.
The author eventually erases the masculine traits by replacing them with the emotional
vacillation typically expected of pregnant women. The female alien eventually admits that “it’s
so hard to think in this condition” (21), and the strong position the character held as male is
drastically weakened.
Tiptree not only physically shifts genders on his character but he does it also by changing
how the character is perceived by the other humans. The females, “Filomena and Greg began
patting his back,” exclaiming “oh, you poor thing” (17), immediately becoming nurturing in their
attempt to help one of their own sex. By contrast, the males RT and Barlow turn condescending
and murderous in intent under the imminent threat of human extinction with Barlow “flex[ing]
his large hands” and demanding “can’t you go someplace else?” (21). While Tiptree precipitates
the denouement towards the moment when the female alien either gives birth to a ravenous and
insatiable myriad of alien infants or, as it is being inferred, Barlow kills the alien with his bare
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hands, the last minute chance to escape as she finds out about another planet where she could
transport for delivery leaves the female alien no choice but to redeem herself. The masculine
shape the alien appropriated to conceal a feminine identity in order to have access to the many
other experiences to which only the male form would be entitled is erased to reveal the female
alien body as the object through which she is used for the perpetuation of her own species. By
leaving at the very moment of giving birth, she becomes both the creator of a new species and
the savior of another. From the character’s perspective, this is a gesture through which the
female alien sacrifices the planet of her first choice to settle for another of perhaps lesser value.
Tiptree’s female alien not only saves her kin by trying to give her “offspring the best possible
start” (19), but also humanity as “the alien strobed into discontinuous spectra” (22) and
transported into another world. Donovan aptly states, “feminist criticism is moral because it sees
that one of the central problems of Western literature is that in much of it women are not human
beings […] they are objects, who are used to facilitate, explain away, or redeem the projects of
men,” projects which in most cases, as redemptive choices, “almost always depend upon a
salvific woman.”29 Tiptree’s female alien is no exception.
Empathically connected with humanity after having discovered a world that “it was so
beautiful – the two kinds and all the – all you” (19) and where “everybody never breathed quite
so many kinds of yes” (5), the final gesture of shifting interest from self to the other, from male
domination to female understanding, allows for a feminist reading to reveal how in the
tumultuous decade of the second wave feminist movement, Tiptree inserts doubt and pessimism
into the discourse for gender equality. While a feminist reading of the text reinforces the womanas-object theme, unveiling a sense of hopelessness intrinsic in any fight for equality which takes
shape, in any patriarchal society where man is on top and the female seemingly always at a loss,
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in the form of the salvific woman, a queer theory approach emboldens a somewhat equalizing
level between genders where the female alien body becomes a system with fluid boundaries open
for transgression, denoting not only danger, but also a sense of empowerment in a sardonic and
fearless examination of sex and gender.

THE SUBVERSIVE NATURE OF TIPTREE’S FEMINISM
In the June 1982 interview with Charles Platt, Sheldon revealed with candor the fearlessness that
empowered Tiptree to write. Disarmingly honest about her past, she was still reticent and
ambivalent as to whether to talk about certain aspects of her clandestine work in the CIA,
analytical in her reminiscences and resolute in her conclusions about her own life choices, all of
which, when tallied up, morph into the rich and empowering life experience accumulated along
the way. That Alice Sheldon had a rich and varied life is no doubt. What remains debatable is
how she positioned herself to become both James Tiptree and Raccoona Sheldon. It seems that
the mystery behind such transformation has a lot to do with her desire and need for selfpreservation. Platt’s conclusion that “her anonymity was a form of self-preservation—protection
from those endlessly perplexing, undeniable social demands” is based on one of Sheldon’s
anecdotes about her early life as a child of two overachieving parents journeying through the
African safari.1 Having lived under the scrutiny of all the adults around her, she admitted that she
probably “was badly brought up, because, by the age of five, if [she] dropped something [she]
was quite accustomed to clap [her] hands and have six large, naked cannibals spring to attention
and pick it up for [her].”2 The singular attention she received from these natives who did not
know whether she was a child or some kind of goddess seems to have set the pattern for what
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was to become her life. She found herself in similar circumstances as the first female to occupy
mostly male gendered positions, from her army stint to her clandestine work in the CIA,
researching visual perception in academia, and eventually publishing stories as James Tiptree, Jr.
in the male dominated SF genre. Her first attempt to run away as a child was during one of the
African trips when she made a secret house in a patch of elephant grass by crushing the grass
down, and it seems to have stemmed from a need to evade the scrutiny of the public eye since an
early age when pressures to perform, compete, and achieve were beginning to take a toll. Her
mother who led the search for her found her hiding in the elephant grass and “hauled [her] back
out.”3
Sheldon likened this childhood experience to that of being hauled out of her James
Tiptree retreat, when everyone found out who she was and she had to go back being Alice
Sheldon.4 The feeling seems to have been the same. “I guess I cried, if it doesn’t sound too
soapy.”5 She admitted that even though it sounded mawkishly sentimental, being dragged out
from under her Tiptree cover was devastating. She had appropriated the cover as a refuge from
life’s demands at a time when in order to cope with stress during an intense period of PhD
exams, she wrote “in a fit of defiant bravado” and published her first SF stories.6 The
circumstances surrounding Sheldon’s ‘fall’ into writing SF seem to follow the logical pattern of
someone who had enjoyed reading such stories from early on. Having read SF avidly since the
age of ten, Sheldon admitted that she always felt “a mystic glow about being a science fiction
writer [and] to be published in that cruddy little blotting-paper magazine sent shivers up and
down my spine. People reading my story – I still don’t believe it.”7 The magic of the writer’s
power to influence seems to have affected her as well. The decision to adopt the Tiptree
pseudonym, Platt suggests, “was consistent with her desire to retreat and not be observed [and]
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‘James Tiptree’ was yet another patch of elephant grass to hide in.”8 Whether that holds true as
far as Sheldon’s own opinions were concerned, it does not come off clearly. At first, she did not
reveal her motive for choosing a male name. Her attempts at subterfuge only muddle the
mystery. Sheldon’s first answer reveals the anxiety and fear of rejection that plagues any writer.
By using a false name the first time, she reasoned, she “can try the next story with a different
name, so [the editor] won’t remember having rejecting [her].”9 Yet she hesitated to answer as to
why a male name. Pressed further, she admitted that “a male name seemed like good
camouflage” and that she “had the feeling that a man would slip by less observed” based on her
own previous life experiences when she found herself as “the first woman in some damned
occupation [or as] part of a group of first women.”10 One gets the feeling she squarely believed
that being a woman placed her at a great disadvantage when positioned against the society of
men in any given occupation at the time she started writing as Tiptree. Her final answer as to
‘why a male name?’ appropriately touches upon such angle. She picked the name, she said,
because she “saw [it] on some jam pots” and “was done […] quickly, without a conscious
thought.”11 However, she continued, with such a strong male name, “the editor would take [her]
stories more seriously.”12 The belief in the superiority of men and the implicit inferiority of
women appears so well entrenched in the psyche of someone like Sheldon who was trained in
psychology, that to deny the pervasive aspect of the patriarchal society of her time would have
been an effort in deluding the self, effort which was put to different use as she decidedly and
perhaps subconsciously chose to subvert not only gender but the system itself in order to fulfill a
personal need and desire.
However, the male identity placed Sheldon in a different type of circumstance, one where
after deciding to take her writing more seriously, she is forced to develop “deeper themes, which
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were sometimes complicated slightly by her posing as a man.”13 Conscious of entering a territory
where she was faced with “all these mysterious male drives and conventions that [she] didn’t
share,” she admitted that perhaps choosing an older narrative male voice saved her from possible
trouble: being older herself, she states, made her to “naturally […] write about universal
motives” and because “men have so pre-empted the area of human experience,” she added,
“when you write about universal motives, you are assumed to be writing like a man.”14 Whether
this is Sheldon’s way of explaining why she was mistaken for a man, aside from adopting an
obvious male name, one cannot say but the frenetic discussion that it generated focused on the
conclusion that it proved that a woman could write like a man. This prompted Sheldon to
immediately say that this type of statement “assumes that [she] was trying to write like a man,”
which she said “was the last thing [she] was trying to do” because she “was writing like [herself],
with the exception of deliberate male details here and there.”15 Regarding the critics who
compared her ‘narrative drive’ to a definite male writing style, Sheldon pointed out that
“narrative drive is simply intensity, and a desire not to bore” and this “has never been confined to
men.”16 It was not narrative drive she lacked, Sheldon insisted, it was the fact that she was “a
little before her time, which is often what women’s crimes consist of.”17 In a competitive male
dominated society, being a woman before her time would be the greatest crime she could
commit.
Perhaps as expected, the feminist contingent reacted favorably to Tiptree being outed.
“The feminist world was excited,” Sheldon said, because just by “having existed unchallenged
for ten years, ‘Tiptree’ had shot the stuffing out of male stereotypes of women writers.”18 Having
enjoyed for about ten years dominating the field of SF and winning a number of Hugo and
Nebula awards, Sheldon must have felt dispossessed when Tiptree’s identity was revealed. Yet
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her dejection could not have been greater than the incredulity of her male counterparts when they
realized they have been duped into being dominated by a woman all along. However, it was the
less secure male writers, the ones more vulnerable, who decided that Tiptree “had been much
overrated” as they “sullenly retired to practice patronizing smiles,” the competitive aspect of the
male dominated society—which her fiction explores—rearing its ugly but so real head.19 Perhaps
it was not the fact that Sheldon, a female SF writer, bested them, but the fact that they had been
fooled into believing she was a man and her successful masquerade shook their own belief in the
‘right’ world order. In a competitive male dominated society, a woman dethroning them while
posing as a man overhauls anyone’s belief in the innate superiority of men over women and
questions any theoretical foundation of hegemonic masculinity.
____________________
As much as Tiptree and Raccoona seem to have been two different sides of Sheldon
fulfilling the necessary role of made-up façades, masks through which she could express certain
things that she could not have said as either man or woman, the revelation of Sheldon as the
person behind the two pseudonyms appears to have affected her writing insofar as all the
“wonderful anonymity [was] gone.”20 Sheldon’s belief that “the writer’s life and the writer’s
work should be kept separate, especially in writing that carries some sense of wonder” 21 perhaps
comes from a deep feeling about the inherent magic that exists in any story, notably SF stories.
Speaking of the “deep urge” of the science fiction writer “toward transcendence” and “strong
dreams of ‘this can’t be all there is’,” she suggested that some of this magic is lost when the
reader is privy to the author’s identity. 22 The urge to transcend and dreams of future societies are
quintessential SF tropes that offer representational meditations on radical differences and
otherness.23
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The nagging idea that ‘this can’t be all there is’ falls into what Fredric Jameson defines as
a symptom of something else. Tiptree’s desire for otherness envisions an idea of progress which
in his fiction translates into future utopian worlds. To believe in the magic of such utopic
societies, the reader has to remain oblivious to the author’s existence. Offering her own
experiences as a reader, Sheldon stated that “the writer is very much present if I know anything
about him, and I can’t divorce the two.”24 Her opinion certainly echoes the concept on the author
which Roland Barthes famously distinguishes from the writing produced by said author. Barthes
insists on a separation of a text from its producer. As an external trace, he argues, writing is “the
destruction of every voice, of every point of origin […] that neutral, composite, oblique space
where our subject slips away [and] where all identity is lost, starting with the very identity of the
body writing.”25 Yet, for most people outside of the academy, literature “is tyrannically centered
on the author, his person, his life, his tastes, his passions.”26 With SF owing its existence to those
people and fans who contributed to the popular culture, authorial euthanasia comes as a necessity
when attempting to discuss Tiptree based on Sheldon’s own formulations on this subject.
Sheldon seems to suggest that by separating the author from the work, a deeper experience of
reading would help discover the magic inherent in any good story. Knowledge of the author’s
life taints the reader and thus the story by limiting textual interpretation just as Barthes concludes
that “to give a text an Author is to impose a limit on that text, to furnish it with a final signified,
to close the writing,” because “when the Author has been found, the text is ‘explained’.”27
Barthes’s concept on the meaning of the text refusing to be discovered when there’s no author to
discuss translates into what Sheldon insists as being the magic of the story. That sense of wonder
that exists in any SF story could only take flight, Sheldon insisted, if the author is left out of it
because “there is a certain magic in writing [but] there is no magic in writers.”28

39

Perhaps, to retain the magic of the story one has to keep the text from contamination with
authorial knowledge to create for the reader that special playground full of possibilities.
Barthes’s refusal to assign singular meaning to a text by killing its author, thus opening the text
to a myriad of interpretations, allows for Tiptree’s magic to live on. But this magic would require
the annihilation of not one but three identities in Alice Sheldon’s case. Controversial as it may
sound, denying knowing the author goes against any of Sheldon’s attempts to embody her other
identities. The automatic fragmentation of the self that ensues upon adopting a pseudonym
allows the one taking on a new identity freedoms otherwise left denied and unexplored. The
Tiptree persona facilitated the expression of what she could not say as a woman, and the creation
of Raccoona attempted to fill a void Tiptree left behind insofar as Sheldon needed to express
herself as a woman as well. The irony is that she still needed another female identity to express
herself as a woman. The question then remains not why she needed Tiptree but why she needed
Raccoona when Alice Sheldon was already there? And here I come back to a question previously
considered. Why the need to create a female identity when she already had one? Perhaps there
was a need to protect a more vulnerable side of her personality. This fragmentation reflects the
ambivalence of the woman—or should I say, women—behind the man.
The controversy surrounding Tiptree’s identity leads Lewis Call to probe beyond
Silverberg’s belief in Tiptree’s ineluctable masculinity to explain how someone like Silverberg
might have fallen into such a trap. Considering Foucault’s view that “an author’s name serves to
characterize a certain mode of being of discourse,” Call suggests that the name Tiptree was
already associated by the time his identity was revealed with “topics that were certainly not
coded as feminine, according to the cultural standards of the time.”29 Foucault’s examination of
the “paradoxical singularity of the author’s name” places the author’s name as separate from the

40

individual whose proper name designates the person behind the narrative/text. 30 The name of the
author, Foucault suggests, “is not simply an element in a discourse [but] it performs a certain role
with regard to narrative discourse, assuring a classificatory function.”31 Distinguishing the
author’s name from the proper name of the person behind the narrative, Foucault situates it,
unlike the proper name, within the narrative the author produces. Thus, the name of the author
“seems always to be present, marking off the edges of the text, revealing, or at least
characterizing, its mode of being.”32 Such intrinsic existence of the author’s name bound to the
interiority of the text he/she produces “manifests the appearance of a certain discursive set and
indicates the status of this discourse within a society and a culture.”33 The status of these
discourses or narratives seems to be closely tied to the contents explored within the text. Also,
the choices of themes examined in the text appear to determine the position of the author’s name
within the culture and society of the time the work is produced. As Tiptree liked to explore “the
subtle dynamics of power,” themes, such as, rape, incest, the “operations of
dominance/submission structures” and the connection between sexuality and violence and even
sexuality and death, all thematic subjects explored by Tiptree, were assumed to be “typically
gendered male.”34 At the time, this explained why many readers were led to believe in Tiptree’s
masculine identity. Despite the fact that Tiptree may not have been a planned masculine persona,
the implication is that whether knowing what she was doing or not, Alice Sheldon adopted a
male persona to “be able to say things that, within the cultural and epistemological system that
surrounded her, women were not authorized to say.”35 As Sheldon found the Tiptree identity
liberating, the question changes from “Who is Tiptree?” to “Why is Tiptree?” Foucault’s analysis
of the role of the author may provide a plausible answer to address Call’s question as to why
Tiptree. Ascribing to the author the functionality of “an act placed in the bipolar field of the
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sacred and the profane, the licit and the illicit, the religious and the blasphemous,” Foucault
recognizes that in our culture this particular act or gesture is “fraught with risks.”36 Call’s
conclusion, which in this case could be a plausible one, is that Tiptree had to come into existence
so that Alice Sheldon could express certain impermissible thoughts about power, violence, and
sexuality.37 Recognizing that Tiptree speaks in a critical way about patriarchy and of any other
form of oppression—which led Joanna Russ to read Tiptree’s work as an example of the “sexwar” feminist theory for which she was the main proponent—Call suggests that the “sex-war”
feminism only provides half the picture because the limitation of this type of feminism leaves out
Tiptree’s focus on biological determinism.
Russ’s sex-war feminist theory is inspired by anthropological studies conducted by Joan
Bamberger who explores the concept of the ‘sacred object’ as symbol of authority in South
American tribal societies to explain how sacred objects belonging to men, such as, masks,
trumpets, ritual lodge songs, are “badges of authority permitting one sex to dominate the
other.”38 However the myth had begun, Russ concludes, it always seems to end in men wresting
power from the women, and “in no versions do women win.”39 Juxtaposing Bamberger’s
anthropological findings with SF writing, Russ suggests that male writers seem to follow a
similar thinking pattern much like their aboriginal South American tribal counterparts insofar as
the sacred object in their stories are badges of authority and means of domination over others that
are either stolen or contaminated by women who eventually become dominant over men. The
plot pattern these stories follow is one where women always lose because they abuse this power
or are immoral somehow, and the moral is that “women cannot handle power, ought not to have
it, and cannot keep it.”40 Applying her sex-war theory to a number of male authored SF works,
Russ demonstrates how the writers “make biology […] the guardian of the Sacred Object” and
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names the penis as the sacred object in all but one Tiptree story to suggest that only possession of
a phallus guarantees triumph.41 The dependence of victory upon a biological marker makes
victory biological rather than intellectual. The conflict between men and women in these stories
is resolved “either for all women or for an exemplary woman-by some form of phallic display,
and the men's victory (which is identical with the women's defeat) is not a military or political
event but a quasi-religious conversion of the women.”42 Therefore, these stories are illogical,
Russ suggests, where “every human motive is a sexual motive [and] the men in these stories […]
are either sadistic supermen, who incarnate the power of the penis, or lackwits who have nothing
but their penises to offer.”43 Russ sums up the thematic variety of such stories as basically
nonexistent, with all narratives being the same where “in the overdetermined world of the Sex
War, economics do not exist, everything everybody does is sexually motivated, promiscuity is
frigidity and vice versa, and the cure for rape is rape.”44 One of Tiptree’s stories, “Mama Come
Home,” proves to be an exception because it “treats the Sex War scenario oddly, both inverting
some of its elements and commenting critically on others.”45 Men win the battle in the story
because women are loyal to them and “this piece of doublethink is made possible by splitting the
female enemy into two: thus there are Capellan women and Earth women.”46 However, Russ’s
theory becomes problematic in Tiptree’s case. Call points out that as Tiptree argues consistently
that “humans are unable to resist the drives and demands of biology,” women are “essentially
doomed.” 47
A different reading, however, Call suggests, one where “violence and power are neither
entirely masculine nor entirely negative phenomena” reveals that in Tiptree’s work power and
violence come in different forms, some “unethical and oppressive,” others “seductive, erotic,
perhaps even liberating,” and the tension inherent in any of Tiptree’s work is not between
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“violent men and victimized women” but between “those forms of power and violence that are
consensual, ethical and necessary and those that are not.”48 Examples of necessary consensual
violence is the violence inherent in all erotic activity, whereas the unnecessary, unethical
violence includes the political violence of war, the economic violence of exploitation, and, above
all, the cultural violence of patriarchy.49 Therefore, in view of what Call sees as Tiptree’s
underlying argument “that both men and women must acknowledge the essential bonds among
power, sexuality, and violence,” he proposes that Tiptree’s texts “produce not just one but (at
least) two powerful forms of feminist discourse,” one being the critique of patriarchy with its
heteronormative gendered relations, which Russ calls “sex-war feminism,” the other which he
names “power-conscious feminism.”50 Foucault’s insights into the dynamics of power represent
a basic platform to explain this type of feminism. Through a reading of Tiptree’s texts using the
concept of power as “inevitable and omnipresent […] flow[ing] through each and every social
relation,” Call recognizes a connection between power and the erotic as Tiptree “consistently
draws careful distinctions between political power (unethical) and erotic power (ethical, perhaps
even liberating).”51 This leads him to conclude that by rejecting any claim of equivalence
between power’s unethical and ethical aspects, Tiptree is able to articulate a power-conscious
feminism that acknowledges the elements of power present in all erotic relations—and indeed if
we believe Foucault, in all social relations.52 Then the question about power-conscious feminism
that becomes apparent is “how can men and women who accept the inevitability of power
nonetheless lead ethical lives?”53 It seems that they can indeed do so by not only accepting but
embracing the inevitability of power, and insisting on the vital distinction between power’s
unethical, non-consensual political form on the one hand, and its ethical, consensual, erotic form
on the other.54 These two types of power have been mistaken for one another, blurring the divide
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between them, but Tiptree’s stories, making a major contribution to the philosophy of power,
reinforce and reinstate this type of boundary.55
A power-conscious feminist reading of Tiptree is also facilitated by “the queer turn that sf
criticism took at the end of the twentieth century.”56 Pearson argues that when we queer certain
texts, "we can recognize within the texts the traces of an alternative or dissident sexual
subjectivity that may be revealed through close and careful reading within both a historical
context and a theoretical framework.”57 Stating that “Tiptree's oeuvre does contain a persistent
argument that heteronormative relationships are irredeemable,” Call emphasizes that for Tiptree
such relationships are unsustainable not because they are hetero, but because they are
normative.58 Explaining his theory of the erotic power existent in Tiptree’s work with numerous
readings of the author’s stories, Call concludes that power-conscious feminism which
“acknowledges the elements of power present in all erotic relations […] presents consensual
erotic power as a vibrant, viable ethical alternative to the non-consensual forms of patriarchal
power which Tiptree so soundly rejects” and that by creating and preserving a space for the
articulation of power's erotic aspect, Tiptree enables a strategy by which men and women may
accept the inevitability of power and still lead ethical lives.59
As Tiptree, Sheldon confessed to having the power to write about violence, and combat,
and sex, and death, subjects that if approached as a woman writer at the time would not have had
the credibility a male identity offered. Influenced by the gender bias, Sheldon admitted that
writing as a woman “you lose some context factors that give a bit of ersatz excitement and
credibility.”60 For example, she continued, “a woman writing of the joy and terror of furious
combat, or of the lust of torture and killing, or of the violent forms of evil—isn’t taken quite
seriously” because after all, “war […] is a man’s activity” and “women are the meat in the
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minefields. The body count,” in short, “women in war are […] boring.”61 To write as a female
about combat or about a fight scene that touches the reader emotionally, she stated, finding out
that the author is a woman ends up being a complete letdown, “as some reader may feel
cheated—particularly if any action scene has stirred them.”62 Thus projecting a bit of danger
onto the page as Tiptree’s persona loomed over the story seems more plausible, credible, and
believable. After all, she concluded, “to write on as a toothless tiger was shaming.”63 The fact
that Tiptree himself was known to have had this extensive and exotic life experience undeniably
made the story more fantastic. How could Sheldon dare take that away from Tiptree’s audience?

‘WITH TIPTREE THROUGH THE GREAT SEX MUDDLE’: BIOLOGICAL
DETERMINISM, SEX PATTERNS, AND MALE AGGRESSION
With the understanding that one cannot assume the extent to which any given story is layered
with the author’s personal experiences, such intimate disclosure opens up many other
possibilities of interpretation otherwise left buried under the male pseudonym. Because of this
fact, any reading of “Houston, Houston” is further complicated especially when considering its
first-person male narrator. While I am not proposing reading the story’s narrator as an analogue
for the author’s personal life, it would also be unwise to ignore it; the narrative could just as well
reflect on some aspects of Tiptree’s life and opinions. Sheldon’s own later revelation that “from
[her] viewpoint, it is the male who is the alien” in this world, juxtaposed with the Tiptree
persona, clearly problematizes any attempt to differentiate between what is masculine and what
is feminine, especially in her fiction. 1 In a piece written sometime in December 1986 on the
subject of women in SF, Sheldon’s pain, personal and professional, surfaces to elaborate on a
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vision of the reality she faced as she saw others entangled in activities that mostly harmed the
planet and other people. “If you squeeze a mouse, it squeaks. Just so, when life squeezes me, I
squeak. That is, I write.”2 The words betray a mea culpa tone as if she is trying to apologize for
the fact that she had fooled everyone into believing for about a decade that she was a man. With
Tiptree looming large in the field of SF, the revelation that ‘he’ was a ‘she’ came as a blow
mostly to Sheldon as she gradually felt betrayed by all those ‘friends’ she had acquired as
Tiptree. A most interesting aspect of this period is one related to how quite a few male writers
who had “called themselves [his] admirers, suddenly found it necessary to adopt a
condescending, patronizing tone, or break off altogether, as if [he] no longer interested them.”3
The hypocrisy of such male writers becomes directly correlated to what Tiptree seems to suggest
in his stories, how male worlds are about the compulsion to compete and aggressively dominate.
Ready to tip their hats to Tiptree recognizing ‘his’ male talents and accepting him as the number
one in the SF field, they felt “robbed […] of relative status” when Tiptree became Sheldon.4
Regarding her own reaction to women writers in SF, Sheldon admitted to having “taken
the easy path” because she felt “ashamed before [those] who had used their own female names in
cracking the predominantly male world of SF.”5 Not to hold it against her, Sheldon provides two
good reasons for adopting a male disguise. One was to conceal her SF writing from her
colleagues at the university where she was already judged based on what they considered her
“weird ethological theories,” thus striving to maintain her already precariously respectable
status.6 The other reason was pure apprehension and fear that her stories would not sell and
therefore she was prepared to accept the life of a writer, toiling away at stories that may not see
the light of day, but in anonymity. The desire for anonymity is understandable as it lessens the
anxiety to succeed. The result, a relative freedom, would allow one to write without the
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encumbrances of public judgments imposed on the writer’s persona. In terms of being a SF
writer, the purpose was to be a teller of cautionary tales because part of her intent, in addition to
telling a good story, was to warn of the dangers of yielding to instinctive behavior, like
humanity’s patterns of aggression.7
Sheldon’s interest in experimental psychology found a way into her fiction under the
assumed male pseudonym. Adam J. Frisch observes that Tiptree’s fiction identifies two distinct
behavioral patterns, one male and one female, due to the author’s attention to “the psychological
pain and the lack of personal fulfillment human beings experience when they allow themselves
to remain isolated in limited patterns of behavior.” 8 Tiptree classifies these two patterns of
behavior as one “historically […] associated with ‘male’ conduct and the other of which has
traditionally been labeled as typically ‘female’ behavior.”9 The male behavior pattern involving
psychological drives for survival and for creating an order in the environment, Frisch suggests,
reflects an unemotional, detached person whose traits are closely related to “systems of logical
thought,” whereas in the case of the traditional female pattern, the behaviors reflect “the overly
protective, loving mother, actively concerned about the welfare of others but always passive
about her own well-being.”10 The exclusive preoccupation with these two sexual models
accomplishes in Tiptree’s fiction not only a “severe retardation of an individual’s development”
but also leads to “pain, stagnation, and possibly death for members of that society.”11 The three
male astronauts in “Houston, Houston” offer a perfect example of the dangers present in an
overly masculine orientation. Engineer Bud Geirr is under the influence of penis anxieties,
commander Norman Davis is influenced by a displaced sexual drive into a “religious
authoritarianism that eventually causes him to attempt a takeover of the rescue craft,” and
Lorimer is the likable scientist male narrator who, it turns out, cannot escape the traumatic event
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of his childhood in a girls’ bathroom which forces him to constantly prove his masculinity.12 As
the women onboard Gloria point out, in a world where it seems that what males protect people
from are other males, “masculinity in the historical sense can only be considered a ‘disease’.”13
Although Tiptree seems to reject patriarchal aggressiveness as the historical role for the
male, he also seems to suggest that despite favoring female passivity, an all-female society like
the one in “Houston, Houston” also poses risks. The flaws of such society, Frisch argues, are
“atrophic and overly reflexive [and] symbolized both by its population decline […] and by the
paucity of its new creations.”14 However, the blend of both as embodied by the androgyne also
places Tiptree in an ambivalent position. Having rejected both male and female sexual patterns
as propitious for the species, Tiptree counters that argument and suggests that even though an
exclusive adherence to a strictly male or female pattern of behavior is destructive, the opposite
also is beneficial because their distinctness is crucial to vitality in a species.15 Ultimately Tiptree
seems to favor “a kind of pluralistic union of sexual patterns […] a psychological synthesis in
which both sexes retain their behavioral identities while simultaneously learn to appreciate and
incorporate selectively the most important goals and attitudes of their sexual counterparts.”16 A
pluralistic and idealized society as imagined by Tiptree as a beneficial scenario for humanity
most definitely does not figure in “Houston, Houston.” This is evidenced by the example of
ironically emotive masculinity demonstrated by the three male astronauts of Sunbird and the
passive and matter-of-fact female society of Gloria ready to label these males as diseased relics
of history and eliminate them from their peaceful, again ironically demonstrated, nonviolent
society. Tiptree’s skill at inverting traditional gender characteristics to point out the underlying
fallacy existent in both male and female patterns of behavior does not promote an optimistic
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view of humanity in this case. Humanity at the mercy of biological determinism is a
preoccupation Tiptree undertakes in his fiction often with pessimistic tones of inherent doom.
In a fanzine article Jeffrey Smith put together with the scope of producing a document
following the discussion that ensued upon inviting a number of SF writers to debate on the
subject of “Women in Science Fiction,” Tiptree attempted a further exploration on biological
determinism, sex patterns, and male aggression. The participants were Suzy McKee Charnas,
Samuel R. Delany, Virginia Kidd, Ursula K. Le Guin, Vonda McIntyre, Raylyn Moore, Joanna
Russ, Luise White, Kate Wilhelm, and Chelsea Quinn Yarbro. Tiptree’s participation in this
event—which lasted as a correspondence among all participants between October 9, 1974 and
May 8, 1975—took place during one of Sheldon’s most challenging periods to maintain her male
disguise. It is difficult to imagine the struggle to maintain Tiptree’s male persona while Sheldon
attempts to comment on the concept of Women in SF without coming off as a male chauvinist
who is also capable of great intuitive insight into the female psyche. Considering how Tiptree
projected the ability to understand the female mind, Sheldon’s choice of showcasing male
chauvinism would indeed compromise the sensitive male image and force an inquiry into the
motives for such double play. Why would Sheldon as a woman continue to maintain a façade for
Tiptree as a man that undermines his male persona in front of a female audience if not for the
same purposes Tiptree elaborates upon later: power, authority, and the dominance submission
structures that are prevalent in society or confined to a pair of individuals. For the sake of the
game, which in this case means the power that Tiptree has gained for Sheldon as an authority in
the SF field, the woman behind the man falls prey to the stereotypical fallacy to which Sheldon
herself admitted being a victim after her true identity is exposed. This ironic clash between the
male and female personas reflects Sheldon’s own ambivalence towards gender. A woman
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pretending to be a man whose reputation suggests that genetically predisposed masculine
tendencies both Tiptree and Sheldon espouse reveals to the unbeknownst audience a man
(Tiptree) who recognizes that biological determinism plays an essential role in the makeup of his
own persona but who underneath, as a woman (Sheldon), also suggests that under this imperative
women are essentially doomed by biological constrictions. Quite a sex muddle, indeed!
Tiptree’s response to the question of women in SF becomes a subversive attempt at
levelling the playing field and one cannot assume whether or not this is Sheldon’s aim to explain
her male persona to herself or a subconscious need to reveal Tiptree to the world. In any case,
Tiptree takes the binary opposition of man/woman as a “view […] infested with the vicious
mental habit of seeing any pair of different things as somehow symmetrical mirror images of
each other” and deconstructs it to suggest that “the yin/yang is a lovely system, subtle, elaborate,
full of interweavings, dialectical interpretations, many pretty mental toys [but which] as an aid to
understanding real men and women, it is a monstrous exercise in fluff.”17 Tiptree’s discussion on
the binary man/woman settles on the existence of two sex patterns, one male, “so simple as to be
almost trivial,” the other female, a “maternal pattern, or Mothering,” which he sees as
“overwhelmingly important to the race, very extensive over time, and almost unknown.”18 The
only interesting fact worth mentioning about the male pattern, Tiptree suggests, is the
commonality between primates and human males, which is a shared “neural pathways of
aggression,” thus promoting male behavior, aka, male patterning, as a biologically determined
factor.19 Ever the scientist, Tiptree exemplifies his point by using examples of biological
adaptations to environment in primate behavior, such as that of the male baboons, as
aggressively competitive and territorial, in comparison with human male behavior which in this
case turns out to be of similar pattern, and concludes that we as a society are “subject to an
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androgen-related overgrowth of the aggressive syndrome, with its accompanying male-male
dominance-submission conflicts, male territoriality, and all the dismal rest.”20 Males seem to use
the “same equipment to pursue, grasp and penetrate” as to when they use aggression and
predation, Tiptree suggests, and one can see this correlation in “the dire side effect that the more
aggressive males tend by and large to reproduce themselves more effectively and thus intensify
the problem.”21 Singling out the penis as the tool of choice to express aggression and power,
Tiptree connects penile display in monkeys with the activity known as ‘flashing’ among human
males. As for the motivation behind “the threat value of a penile display,” he concludes that “a
penis is an organ which is strong against the weak—and weak against the strong,” in other
words, those men for whom impotence is a problem especially when trying to make love to
strong women actually “have love confused with penile threat.”22 While Tiptree acknowledges
the importance of the male organ—which Russ mentions as being the “sacred object” used
against women to subjugate them in what she calls the sex-war—in the biologically determined
gender dynamic between men and women, he promotes the female pattern or Mothering as one
that, contrary to the male pattern which is driven by an empty aggression, is also “tied to the
rhythms of biological development” but the aggression in the woman’s case is connected to her
“aggressive defense of the young.”23
The irony of the outcome to this fanzine event becomes evident when considering how by
assuming the Tiptree male persona, Sheldon is left out of the women writers symposium.
Apparently, Joanna Russ invited Tiptree “out of the talk”—him not being a woman—and Tiptree
gallantly retreated but not before explaining how he has “learned in a long life in organizations
that I am a natural lynchee if I let down my guard an inch [because it seems that] I exude the
same smell of subversion which those good ole boys can smell a mile away.”24 Was this a veiled
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attempt to warn his audience to forsake appearances and probe deeper? Was this a clue Tiptree
was offering to this group of mostly women to see if one would pick up on it? The question
remains: who is being subversive here? Is Tiptree talking as the female Sheldon or as the male
persona of Tiptree? The apparent irony is how by assuming a male identity Sheldon becomes at
the same time victim and victimizer as she is doubly marginalized, both as a woman in disguise
and as a pretend man. The subversive act in this scenario as far as one can see does not appear to
be to her/his advantage other than having the effect of further muddling the discourse on the
subject of women in SF.

THE HEGEMONIC MALE AND AMBIVALENT MASCULINITY IN “HOUSTON,
HOUSTON”
The revelation of Tiptree’s real identity also complicates an adequate interpretation of his fiction
when reflecting on Sheldon’s aforementioned personal take on her own writing. Thus, I will
attempt to look into the ambivalent masculinity of Orren Lorimer as an expression of identity
fragmentation, a fragmentation of self that places the character in a precarious position between
the old and familiar patriarchal order he knows and the new matriarchal society he encounters,
forcing the reader to reconsider the definition of what it means to be human within the context of
the story and of the time it was published. On the one hand, Tiptree reveals Lorimer as a
wannabe alpha male, always yearning to be part of the pack yet not quite making it, not when he
is humiliated in the Evanston Junior High bathroom and not even when he is a scientist among
the stars. On the other hand, the author infuses the character with apathy and passivity towards
the unfolding events, showcasing him in complete contrast to his inner desire to belong to the
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alpha pack. Lorimer’s passivity and his delayed reactions to the events coupled with his
scientifically driven understanding of the new all-female world allow him to be perceived by the
futuristic cloned women as being similar to them, "more hu- more like us" (239), as one of the
cloned Judys states. Humanity in this case is redefined exclusively as female—thus inverting de
Beauvoir’s description of all of human history up to her time—categorizing males as a danger to
society, and placing the character’s ambivalent masculinity at a crossroads between what is and
what is not considered human.
Lorimer’s desire to belong to the aggressively competitive world of his alpha companions
seems to have been consistently met with derision and defeat. Having lived in a society
threatening and ridiculing his masculinity at different stages of his life, whether as a school boy
or a scientist onboard Sunbird, Lorimer’s male persona appears to have acquired a certain
disdain for the female population, a feeling tainted periodically by misogyny. In her study of
maleness in popular television, Rebecca Feasey analyses the concept of masculinity via insights
obtained from research on femininity, feminism, and a woman’s role in society. Contrasting the
two concepts, femininity and masculinity, in an attempt to formulate a definition of masculinity
helps her conclude that while femininity may be easier to understand as being a constructed
category, because of its association with make-up, hairstyles, and clothing, masculinity is equally
constructed. Thus, she suggests, “masculinities, like femininities, are created by the cultural
environment rather than by biology or nature, and as such, it is important that the representation
of men and masculinities be open to the sorts of questioning that has for so long applied to
women and their femininities.”1 Despite the circuitous approach to define masculinity, Feasey
recognizes the myriad and multiple ways in which it can manifest itself. Based on the
multiplicity of gendered identities derived from the many masculine types existent in our society,
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she emphasizes the important “ways in which different models of masculinity have been said to
form a hierarchy of acceptable, unacceptable and marginalised models for the male.”2 This
implied hierarchy of masculine types generates a scale of constructed masculinity on which men
are judged in comparison to all others. In this way, the acceptable type takes its place at the top
of the totem pole and the unacceptable and marginalized types are pushed against their will
towards the lower echelons. This social and cultural dictum of deciding who gets to be a ‘real
man’ forces the unlucky ones to content with a lesser position, a spot where one can resign
himself to being a lowly, and thus a lesser, self, or from which one can aspire to rise to the top.
Inspired by Antonio Gramsci’s work on Italian class relations, Robert W. Connell
develops and coins the concept of hegemonic masculinity to define those “white, heterosexual,
competitive, individualist and aggressive men in the paid labor force who dominate the moral
cultural and financial landscape.”3 Connell’s seminal work Masculinities is a well-thought out
result of a study in gender practices and consciousness of men in circumstances of change the
author conducted from the mid-1980s. Appended to include research, public debate, and
policymaking, the second edition traces the history of modern Western investigation of
masculinity, presents a theory of masculinities embedded in a social theory of gender,
synthesizes the history of Western masculinities and their political expressions, describes the
lives of four groups of men caught up in processes of change, and proposes strategies for the
politics of gender equality. Of notable significance for the purposes of this thesis is Chapter 3—
The Social Organization of Masculinity—which sets out a framework based on contemporary
analysis of gender relations that “provide[s] a way of distinguishing types of masculinity, and of
understanding the dynamics of change.”4 Connell states, “all societies have cultural accounts, but
not all have the concept ‘masculinity’” because in its modern understanding, the term assumes
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that “one’s behaviour results from the type of person one is.”5 For example, someone who is not
masculine would behave differently than one who is masculine: choosing peace over violence,
conciliatory rather than dominating, not athletic, uninterested in sexual conquests, etc. Built on
the conception of individuality that developed in early modern European culture, the concept of
masculinity is inherently relational. It can only be defined in relation to femininity, therefore
giving Feasey’s argument a solid premise. Thus, “a culture which does not treat women and men
as bearers of polarized character types, at least in principle, does not have a concept of
masculinity in the sense of modern European/American culture.”6 The Western concept of
masculinity seems to be a fairly recent historical product, and definitions of masculinity, Connell
suggests, have followed four different strategies to characterize the type of person who is
masculine. Essentialist definitions usually pick a feature that defines the core of the masculine.7
For example, a man is associated with activity whereas a female is associated with passivity. The
positivist definition yields a simple definition of masculinity: what men actually are.8 This
definition, Connell suggests, is the basis for the masculinity/femininity scales in psychology and
ethnographic discussions of masculinity describing patterns in men’s lives in any given culture.
Normative definitions recognize differences between men as a bloc and women as a bloc to offer
a standard: “masculinity is what men ought to be.”9 Found in media studies, normative
definitions often discuss exemplars such as John Wayne as being the social norm for the
behavior of men. There are paradoxes ensuing, of course, as few men match this “blueprint” of
masculinity. And then there are semiotic definitions of masculinity which abandon the
personality angle and instead focus on a system of symbolic differences where masculinity is
contrasted with femininity. Therefore, in this case, “masculinity is, in effect, defined as nonfemininity.”10 Following formulae of structural linguistics, the semiotic approach is used in
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feminist and post-structuralist cultural analysis of gender and in Lacanian psychoanalysis and
studies of symbolism.11 Thus, in the semiotic opposition of masculinity and femininity,
“masculinity is the unmarked term, the place of symbolic authority” with the phallus as “mastersignifier, and femininity […] symbolically defined by lack.”12 In view of these four strategies,
Connell suggests that “no masculinity arises except in a system of gender relations” as he
attempts a definition that focuses on the processes and relationships through which men and
women conduct gendered lives.13 Therefore, an encompassing definition states, in Connell’s
words, that masculinity is “simultaneously a place in gender relations, the practices through
which men and women engage that place in gender, and the effects of these practices in bodily
experience, personality and culture.”14
As gender becomes a social practice that “refers to bodies and what bodies do [but] not
social practice reduced to the body,” gender relations and the relations among people and groups
that are organized alongside the reproductive arena “form one of the major structures of all
documented societies.”15 Assessing gender as a structure of social practice, Connell presents a
three-fold provisional model in which he distinguishes relations of power, production, and
cathexis. In power relations, the main axis in European/American gender order is “the overall
subordination of women and dominance of men,” the order which women liberation movements
dubbed as “patriarchy.”16 Production relations are based on gender division of labor. Cathexis, a
figurative measure of the strength of desire in Freud, is the amount of emotional energy attached
to an object. The practices that shape and realize such desire become aspects of the gender order.
As a way to structure social practices in general, gender unavoidably intersects with other
social structures such as class and race, consequently allowing for a closer look at “gender
politics [as being] among the main determinants of our collective fate.”17 Therefore, Connell
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recognizes the existence of multiple masculinities and focuses on four different types:
hegemony, subordination, complicity, and marginalization. Hegemonic masculinity refers to the
type that occupies the hegemonic position in a given pattern of gender relations, which Connell
suggests is always contestable. The concept of hegemony, developed by Gramsci in his analysis
of class relations, refers to the “cultural dynamic by which a group claims and sustains a leading
position in social life.”18 Expanding on this idea, Connell defines hegemonic masculinity as the
“configuration of gender practice which embodies the currently accepted answer to the problem
of the legitimacy of patriarchy, which guarantees […] the dominant position of men and the
subordination of women.”19 The success of hegemonic masculinity hinges on some
correspondence between the acceptance of a generalized cultural ideal and institutional power.
Thus, he concludes, a successful claim to authority more than direct violence seems to be the
mark of hegemony. As the term hegemony generally implies a cultural dominance in society,
Connell positions the concept within the framework of gender relations of dominance and
subordination between groups of men to reveal in contemporary Western society the dominance
of heterosexual men and the subordination of homosexual men as the most obvious case in point.
Oppression positions homosexual masculinities at the bottom of the gender hierarchy among
men through its association with the feminine. However, he writes, gay masculinity is not the
only subordinated masculinity, as certain heterosexual men and boys are also excluded from “the
circle of legitimacy.”20 The vocabulary of abusive words unleashed upon these men and boys
implies an association of them with the symbolic feminine as well.
As normative definitions of masculinity face the problem that very few men can and do
embody that standard, hegemonic masculinity faces a similar issue, insofar as few men practice
the hegemonic pattern in its entirety. Yet, the majority of men seem to benefit from what Connell
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calls the ‘patriarchal dividend,’ which is the advantage men in general gain from the overall
subordination of women. Connell categorizes this situation—in which a large number of men
who do not appear to embody the hegemonic masculinity but have a connection to it or benefit
from it—as a relationship of complicity. While hegemony, subordination, and complicity are
relations internal to the gender order, he suggests, adding race and class to the mixture generates
different relationships between masculinities. With the addition of race and class, a marginalized
masculinity emerges, one that is relative to the “authorization of the hegemonic masculinity of
the dominant group.”21 Admitting that “marginalization” may not be an ideal term in describing
relationships between masculinities in dominant and subordinated classes or ethnic groups,
Connell emphasizes that the hegemonic, subordinated, complicit, and marginalized masculinities
are “not fixed character types but configurations of practice generated in particular situations in a
changing structure of relationships.”22 Therefore, considering Connell’s definitions and
categorizations of the different types of masculinities, one can infer a generalized hierarchy of
social structure, one that places the hegemonic male at the top followed closely by the complicit
males, then the marginalized males, and then women at the bottom of the totem pole. These
definitions of masculinities which align the hegemonic male at the top with women at the bottom
in descending order from the culturally accepted standard of what is superior to what is inferior
allows for those in between, whether complicit or marginalized, to inhabit an ambivalent
position, one where the man in discussion has to be complicit with authority for his own benefit
because otherwise he ends up being marginalized. With the hegemonic male identified as one
who is “strong, successful, capable and authoritative […] who derives his reputation from the
workplace and his self-esteem from the public sphere,”23 some of the reasons behind Lorimer’s
ambivalence become more self-evident. The event in which Lorimer’s self-esteem is damaged
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takes place in the public arena, the school where the playground becomes an early training
ground when one starts to acquire a sense of self and begins to define a gendered identity. In his
case, the chance to assert and appropriate a position of power that would help him achieve the
model of the hegemonic male is destroyed by his exposed ‘pecker’ followed by “the hush [and]
[t]he sickening wrongness of shapes [and] faces turning” (200). “The first blaring giggle” (200)
of the girls at school that echoed to damage the young boy’s self-esteem still lingers to erode the
adult scientist’s confidence.
While his disdain for all women seems to be a reflection of Lorimer’s boyhood traumatic
exposure of “his pale […] pecker” at “Evanston Junior High […] in the girls’ can” (200), the
event per se may only be minimally contributing to his apathy towards them. What increases his
dismissive flippancy to a level of misogyny is his desire to be like the “alphas,” his yearning to
belong to the pack, this “submerged silent thing he has about them all, all the Buds and Daves
and big, indomitable cheerful, able disciplined slow-minded mesomorphs he has cast his life
with” (203). It is ultimately the craving to be validated by “the big men banging him on the back,
accepting him” (203), the males of the species most representative of his ideal masculinity, that
pushes him to court misogyny, whether felt or expressed, as one way to help him identify with
them. Thus Lorimer appears to aspire towards a hegemonic view of manhood and what Michael
Kimmel defines as “a man in power, a man with power, and a man of power.” 24 In his
exploration of both hegemonic masculinity and alternative masculinities as social and historical
constructs, Kimmel offers a new theoretical model of American manhood. Based on the premise
that masculinity is a “constantly changing collection of meanings that we construct through our
relationships with ourselves, with each other, and with our world,” Kimmel states that manhood
is neither static nor timeless, it is not the manifestation of an inner essence but it is historically
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and socially constructed.25 As the concept of masculinity is not something inherent to the
biological makeup of man but “it is created in culture,” the ways to know what it means to be a
man in our culture is by “setting our definitions in opposition to a set of ‘others’—racial
minorities, sexual minorities, and, above all, women.”26 Noting that our definitions of manhood
constantly change because the concept itself is being played out against the backdrop of the
social and political terrain on which the relationships between men and women are being played
out, Kimmel emphasizes that just because the idea of manhood is socially and historically
shifting does not necessarily mean that something is lost or being taken away from men. In fact,
“it gives us something extraordinarily valuable—agency, the capacity to act […] a sense of
historical possibilities to replace the despondent resignation that invariably attends timeless,
ahistorical essentialisms.”27 From the possibility that a man with agency can change history
comes the realization that men can actively create their worlds and identities from the materials
of our culture, other people, objects, ideas.
Charting the fates of two models of masculinity at the turn of the 19 th century and the
emergence of a third model, Kimmel offers a glimpse into the history of the creation of what
becomes the dominant model of masculinity and how detrimental this type is to men themselves.
The Genteel Patriarch who derived his identity from landownership and the Heroic Artisan who
took pride in his work were two models of masculinity which “lived in casual accord” because
“their gender ideals wee complementary […] and because they rarely saw one another: Artisans
were decidedly urban and the Genteel Patriarchs ruled their rural estates.”28 In other words, their
symbiotic peaceful lives were possible because there was no competition between them.
However, the emergence of what Kimmel calls Marketplace Man shatters this balance and a new
type of masculinity forms whose identity is derived entirely “from […] successes in the capitalist
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marketplace” as he accumulates wealth, power, and status.29 This new man is the urban
entrepreneur, the businessman, “restless, agitated, and anxious, […] an absentee landlord at
home and an absent father […] devoting himself to his work in an increasingly homosocial
environment—a male only world in which he pits himself against other men” and whose efforts
at becoming a self-made man cast aside the other two models of masculinity, the genteel
patriarch “as an anachronistic feminized dandy—sweet, but ineffective and outmoded” and
transforming the heroic artisan into “a dispossessed proletarian, a wage slave.”30 The coexistence
between the first two models of masculinity, Kimmel suggests, was based on a fusion of liberty
and equality with the patriarchs as the class representing the virtue of liberty and the artisan class
the virtue of democratic community—indeed, liberty and democracy as embodied by the
patriarch and the artisan could and did exist. However, the emergence of marketplace man
destabilizes this relationship and makes both freedom and equality problematic. Forged in a
competitive environment, this new model of masculinity constantly requires proof through the
acquisition of tangible goods as evidence of success and it “reconstitute[s] itself by the exclusion
of ‘others’—women, nonwhite men, nonnative-born men, homosexual men—and by terrified
flight into a pristine mythic homosocial Eden where men could, at last, be real men among other
men.”31 Thus, the story of marketplace man becoming the American Everyman is a tragic one, “a
tale of striving to live up to impossible ideals of success leading to chronic terrors of
emasculation, emotional emptiness, and gendered rage that leave a wide swath of destruction in
its wake.”32 Aggressive, competitive, and anxious, this new man representing the normative
definition of American masculinity deploys his characteristics in the marketplace, the public
arena where masculinity is constantly tested and proved and where “tensions between women
and men and tensions among different groups of men are weighted with meaning” creating a
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hierarchy of gendered power.33 Kimmel suggests that all masculinities are not created equal,
meaning that our definitions of masculinity are not equally valued in a society where only one
definition of manhood remains the standard against which other models are constantly measured
and valued. Thus, within the dominant culture, the masculinity that defines the white, middle
class, early middle aged, heterosexual man “sets the standard for other men, against which other
are measured and, more often than not, found wanting” and in America there is only one
standard for this model, what Connell calls ‘hegemonic masculinity’ and what Kimmel further
expands to encompass that “the hegemonic definition of manhood is a man in power, a man with
power, and a man of power.”34 As this definition suggests that masculinity is equated with being
strong, successful, capable, reliable, in control, it also seems to maintain and reinforce the power
that some men have over other men and that all men have over women. Against this set of
standard characteristics every man tries to measure up and test himself. Yet, it seems that the
chief test of masculinity is “the relentless repudiation of the feminine” which invariably finds all
men no matter the race, class, age, ethnicity, or sexual orientation embroiled in an everlasting
struggle where “being a man means ‘not being like women.’”35 As the hegemonic masculinity
seems to be “the accepted ideal model of the male against which all men are judged, tested and
qualified,” so much so that it has become the standard in both psychological evaluations and
sociological studies against which males are being measured up and taught how to become ’real
men,’36 Lorimer’s aspiration towards this masculine standard can be understood as a desire to
achieve this higher status of power and authority in the public arena which would also validate
the power of his intellect.
However, what makes Lorimer’s yearning to be like his alpha buddies more complicated
is his ambivalence about both genders. It is important to note that despite Lorimer’s dismissive
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view of women, perhaps born out of his unfortunate bathroom encounter, perhaps out of being
surrounded by his family’s myriad of garrulous women—his mother, his sister Amy, his wife
Ginny, and his two daughters, Jenny and Penny—he also expresses similar contempt towards the
jocks whose companionship he desires. The “slow-minded mesomorphs” and the “astronauts
[that] aren’t muscleheads” present no challenge for Lorimer when he devises athletic ways that
get him accepted and “liked […] well enough to get him on Sunbird, to make him the official
scientist on the first circumsolar mission” (203). As the jocks eventually end up accepting “his
small neat build and his dead-pan remarks” (203), Lorimer’s success in joining the ranks of those
whose physicality he admires but whose intellectual capacity he seems to belittle does not seem
to change these men’s opinion of him. The bullying behavior of others that infantilizes Lorimer
in his childhood to strip away the value of his own masculinity continues on Sunbird for a while
with Bud and Dave “gearing [the exercycle] up too tight for [him]” (204) as a prank. Yet by
purposefully fooling himself into accepting the belief that this seems to be what it takes to be
accepted, he dismisses their aggressive arrogance, thinking that “they didn’t mean it, though”
because “we were a team” (204). Feasey’s study pinpoints to this kind of situation where this
narrow definition of hegemonic masculinity implies a conscious acquiescence of all males to this
ideal despite whether they can or cannot embody this type. As she eloquently points out that this
ideal of masculinity is found in “mythical figures, legendary heroes and a very small number of
men in society,” it does not seem to lessen the credibility of this high standard to which males
are supposed to aspire, thus placing all men in a constant tension with hegemonic masculinity.37
What transpires is that even though all other males who by their social, racial, and sexual
orientation status command less power, wealth, or prestige than the hegemonic male, a “very
large number of men are complicit in sustaining this hierarchic model.”38 This position helps
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understand Lorimer’s choice not only to accept tacitly the bullying of Bud and Dave but also to
forfeit his view on hegemonic masculinity. His contempt for the “slow-minded mesomorphs”
pushes him to linger in that grey area where one could recognize an ambivalent character, one
whose masculinity is questioned and questionable, and who by the end of the narrative presents
the reader with an insight into the character’s own struggle to define a masculine self.
The mind games the men of Sunbird seem to play suggest that a power struggle is
constantly being fought, a struggle for dominance and submission characteristic not only among
the alpha males but also noticeable in someone like Lorimer. (And this hierarchical complexity
would be typical of primates, as the men appear to the women from earth’s future.) As much as
he seems to belittle the alphas’ intellectual abilities, Bud and Dave’s confident arrogance, their
certainty and sense of clear purpose push them to override any acknowledgement of his
intellectual superiority. Adrift in space, marooned in time, and faced with the newly encountered
situation, commanding officer Dave projects a certain façade of well-faked trust regarding
Lorimer’s calculations. But from the moment he declares, “I trust Doc’s figures” (205), to his
mocking accusation that “you been asleep five months, Rip Van Winkle” (209) he does not take
long to dismiss Lorimer’s intrinsic value to their crew. What makes Lorimer’s situation more
poignant is his inability to convince these two alpha males into action. While his scientific
background should be enough proof to determine the course of their next move, it is their
stubborn superiority conceit goaded into common sense by the all-female crew that propels them
to act. Lorimer’s straightforward plea to “change course soon” (213) because it is the logical
thing to do is ignored in favor of Judy’s obvious remark highlighting the absurdity of a
stubbornly implemented chain of command. Her question, “Could the dominant one make the
others fly out of the system?” (215), comes as the wakeup call that stirs them into action and not
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Lorimer’s suggestion. It is a subtly and innocently pointed dart towards the obtuseness of the
men in charge, a ding to their robust masculinity that has the obvious expected effect. As
sympathetic as this scene makes Lorimer appear to the reader, it is also a moment of revelation
for the character, one that helps understand by the end of the novella the effect of the
worthlessness with which both Dave and Bud invest Lorimer. In her study of hegemonic
masculinity, Feasey suggests that in cases similar to this one an acquiescent complicity among
all males when positioned in contrast with females emerges. As derogatory as hegemonic
masculinity can be to minority males, whether to those of a different class, ethnicity, or sexual
orientation, it still represents the ideal by which all males stand against femininity, feminism, or
women in general because “all [men] are said to benefit from the institutionalisation of men’s
dominance over women which is at the heart of hegemonic power.” 39 But as Bud and Dave seem
to exclude Lorimer from this all ‘boys club’ and as Lorimer forfeits his view on hegemonic
masculinity, he is placed in an ambivalent role, one where his desire to achieve something akin
to a hegemonic status among the astronauts on Sunbird stands in contrast to the ease and comfort
he seems to derive not only from the nostalgic memories of his women folk back on earth but
also from the women’s presence onboard Gloria. The seeming worthlessness with which Dave
and Bud invest Lorimer potentially stems from this ambivalence where Lorimer’s undefined
status among the men on his ship provokes Dave to quip that he is “as bad as they are” (251),
thus exiling Lorimer from all male dominions and forcing him to inhabit if not a woman’s arena
then a world made only of his lonely self. Further problematizing a definition of Lorimer’s
masculinity is Kimmel’s conclusion that “being a man means not being like women,” with
masculinity being defined in this case against an anti-feminist view.40 For to be a man, one has to
be identified by what one is not [emphasis mine] rather than by what one is.
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THE MAN, THE PENIS, AND THE PHALLUS, OR HOW THE WOMEN ARE FORGOTTEN
A better way to comprehend Lorimer’s inadequacy regarding his ambivalent masculinity and his
struggle and desire to achieve the “authentic alpha” status is perhaps to explore how masculinity
gets to be defined in the discourse of heterosexual male psychology. Two significant scenes in
Tiptree’s novella suggest a possible way to understand Lorimer’s ambivalence regarding his
masculinity. Despite the fact that he seems to downplay the unfortunate boyhood bathroom
episode, the scene opens the story and it is referred several times in the narrative. It also stands in
contrast to the scene when Bud attempts to ravish the scientifically curious, bemused and
bewildered Judy. The two aforementioned moments are significant because of the focus the
author places on the penis, whether as a “pale exposed pecker” (200) or an erect “flagpole. Like
steel” (245-46), as the stand-in symbol of maleness strategically featured in both cases as a main
point of attraction. Annie Potts’ feminist deconstruction of the science and fiction of sex probes
deeply into male psychology to explore the penis/phallus dichotomy and how the separation of
the two affects heteronormative masculinity as a symbolic fragmentation of the male self. Her
discussion of the Lacanian rhetoric regarding the phallus as representative of “the power,
privilege, and desire of the father,” and as “the transcendental signifier in the symbolic order,
separate from the penis”1 helps bring light to Lorimer’s ambivalence. Unlike Lacan, who denies
a correlation between the two, Potts suggests a direct “connection between the penis and the
phallus” that “offers some hope for transforming hegemonic construction of male sexuality.” 2
Not only Potts explores the creation/production in Western culture of the synecdochical
relationship between man and his penis, with the male organ as a stand in for the man,
“popularly depicted as a miniature male person, an homunculus parasitically attached to the
man’s body, possessing a mind of its own, and its own peculiar ‘carnal’ intelligence,” but she
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also draws attention to the metonymical relationship between the penis and the phallus.3 As much
as the male organ may act for the man, thus coming to “represent man’s external sexual self,” it
also acts for its cultural symbol, the phallus.4 Similarly, Lynne Segal insists on including the
biological as well as the sociocultural aspect into discussion because to her “the main
disappointment […] is that Lacan frees understanding of sexual difference from any biological or
sociological reductionism, only to freeze them forever within a universal symbolic order
unaffected by either personal biography and bodily encounter, or the specificities of historical
and cultural context.”5 Suggesting that the main attraction of the Lacanian theory to some
feminist critics is the distinction Lacan draws between the penis and the phallus with the former
seemingly never able to measure up to the latter—thus creating a sense of lack/castration not
only in men but women as well—Segal showcases the erroneous approach of such critics.
Lacanian thinking “can provide only impediments to feminist attempts to represent women in
terms other than lack and passivity,” thus it perpetuates the subordination of women to men and
becomes “an obstacle to feminist goals of equality” by “perpetually seeking only sexual
difference, and portraying that difference only as phallic difference.”6 As Western intellectual
discourse is essentially phallocentric and “built upon the ideal of thrusting manhood,” how can
the desiring or assertive female can be represented other than what she had been traditionally
portrayed through masculine or phallic symbolism?7 Segal’s suggestion is to renounce Lacan and
subvert cultural phallocentrism.
Other feminist critics have written on the importance of such strategy. Jane Gallop, Kaja
Silverman, and Charles Bernheimer, among others, have explored penile references for the
purpose of subverting the phallic conceit. Gallop’s discussion on the distinction Lacan makes has
a bearing “on the question of the relation between psychoanalysis and feminism” and it becomes
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essential when evaluating the relation of psychoanalysis to feminism. 8 If we accept the
distinction Lacan rejects, Gallop concludes, “feminism’s battle against phallocentrism is not a
battle against men” but if there is no distinction made between the phallus and the penis, then it
is not unthinkable to suggest that it “may account for the constant return of the assumption that
men are the enemies of feminism.”9 Similarly, Silverman reveals a contradiction in the Lacanian
theory. Despite its continual denial, she suggests, the equation between the two is in fact always
sustained, as “the Lacanian phallus depends for its libidinal centrality upon the anatomical
distinction between the sexes, and it cannot, consequently, be rigorously distinguished from the
penis.”10 In fact, Lacan states that “the phallus [is] the signifier which has no signified.”11
However, positioning the phallus as a privileged signifier—which he later states that marks the
role of language “to the advent of desire,”12 —the crux of the problem becomes one where “if
there is no penile referrence in the phallus,” as Segal observes, “it cannot serve as theory of
sexual difference, nor indeed of desire, at all.”13 Therefore, the need to unveil the Lacanian
phallus becomes necessary to break through the fraudulent façade to which he has had everyone
transfixed. Perhaps a most successful argument is Bernheimer’s insistence that male subjectivity
emerges allegorically in the struggle for authority between the phallus/signifier and the
penis/signified. “The word is out: Lacan’s phallus will not fly” because “it is too closely tied to
the penis to be able to soar freely as a transcendental signifier.”14 The link between the signifier
and the signified in the sign, Bernheimer suggests, cannot be severed because “the phallus’s
pretense to universality and transcendence […] is challenged in the unconscious by the penis’s
claim to historical specificity.”15 Furthermore, the phallus’s claim to a strong and stable identity
is subversively challenged by the penis’s capricious temporality and variability. To maintain an
unchallenged and symbolically constructed phallic authority, Bernheimer suggests, one has to
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consider ignoring the individual and the real, much like Nietzsche says about constructing
concepts that later appear as truths. In attempting to debunk Lacan’s association of the phallus
with ‘all’ and of the essentially feminine absence with ‘not all,’ Bernheimer concludes that in
actuality, “all and not all are differential categories internal to the penis and subject to further
qualification [because] there is no way to judge when a penis has become all it can be anymore
than to determine the extent of its potential detumescence.”16
In keeping with Bernheimer’s, Silverman’s, and Segal’s arguments for a return of the
Lacanian phallus to its biological referent, I further the idea that, while both penis and phallus
function and produce different associations, the equation between penile and phallic references
has to be sustained in the attempt to define heteronormative masculinity in Lorimer’s case. The
desire for the phallus, a symbolic embodiment of masculine power, cannot be separated or even
attained if not for the penis. Once one accepts that the desire for the phallus is directly dependent
upon a penile analogy, it is possible to “’lift the veil” from the phallus” 17 which Lacan himself
has told us “can only play its role as veiled.”18 This would allow for the demystification of the
symbol to reduce it to the biological and sociocultural denominator Lacan refused to
acknowledge. Only after such revelation one can start challenging “its authority and privilege as
transcendental signifier,” and once the unveiling reveals the dependency of the phallus upon the
penis, it becomes “possible to reflect upon just how inadequately it serves to signify that male
organ, and men’s personal histories of bodily experience.”19 Additionally, there seems to be an
intrinsic connection between penis/phallus and private/public, for to attain and maintain a
phallic/public power, the penis has to stay veiled in privacy in order to adhere to sociocultural
norms of propriety. Potts’ examination of the role it plays in men’s conceptualization of their
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own masculinity seems to hinge exclusively upon a certain degree of privacy and privilege men
allocate to this sexual organ. M. Sheets-Johnstone argues that,
a male’s body is not anatomized nor is it ever made an object of study in the same way
as female bodies. The net result is that the penis is never made public, never put on the
measuring line in the same way that female sexual body parts are put on the measuring
line. On the contrary, a penis remains shrouded in mystery. It is protected, hidden from
sight. What is normally no more than a swag of flesh in this way gains unassailable
stature and power … As an object perpetually protected from the public view and
popular scientific investigation, it is conceived not as the swag of flesh it normally is in
all the humdrum acts and routines of everyday life but as a Phallus, an organ of
unconditioned power.20
Indeed, Lacan fails to note that the very veiling of the penis contributes to its implicit association
with the phallus. For by admitting a connection between the two, it becomes obvious how the
transitory and temporary status of the penis combined with its more often characteristically
detumescent state ultimately undermines and challenges the authority and dominance of the
phallus. The emphasis on the public display of a bare penis in contrast to the covered phallus is
relevant when looking at the two aforementioned scenes in Tiptree’s novella. Whereas Lorimer’s
publicly humiliating exposure of his “pecker” suggests emasculation at an early formative age
where one would typically start acquiring healthy traits of male selfhood, Bud’s veiled
“flagpole” represents the embodiment and achievement of the phallic state Lorimer seems to
have desired all along. Bud’s phallus as exteriorized, strong, hard, competitive, enduring,
authoritative, and active symbol of masculinity—and in this case used for rape—renders
Lorimer’s exposed, pale, and flaccid penis problematic. As the miniaturized version of the

71

phallus, Lorimer’s male organ lacking stamina and control is a constant reminder of his
impotency to stand against the alphas and act when necessary.
Against the visibility of Bud’s potency stand Lorimer’s helpless reactions when
confronted with the sexually charged scene. As Lorimer is “riveted to the sight of Bud expertly
controlling [Judy’s] body in midair” and his eyes are locked onto Bud’s “erection poking through
his fly,” he can only “ride the hot pleasure surging through him” (246). He is both appalled and
aroused by Bud’s display of desirous despair. Referring to this particular scene, Lefanu
reinforces Lorimer’s “sympathetic character” as someone “who has never fitted in with the tough
guy ethos expressed by the captain and the navigator (the would-be-rapist),” but who “is weak
enough to admire them precisely for that. He watches Bud trying to rape, finding it both erotic
and pitiful, and finally absurd.”21 Taking a passive, voyeuristic stance seemingly directly
connected to the flashback impotency he experiences as a young man trapped in the girls’
bathroom further proves a failure to act on his part. Even though the scene arouses him, as “his
own sex stirs” (245) and his “arteries are pounding with delight, with dread” (246), Lorimer
remains tucked away “safe in the lens” (245). If a fully erect and engorged penis defines a virile
male, then Potts’s discussion on the synecdochical substitution of penis for man in this case
reflects on the clear difference between the power of Bud’s phallus to penetrate and the
powerlessness that reinforces Lorimer’s position of observer. Unable to ‘act like a man,’ his
desire to belong to the alpha pack is not realized as his male self becomes emasculated,
feminized by his passivity. As the idealized phallus of Lorimer’s dreams reverts to the passive
‘pecker’ of his childhood, split between what he desires and what actually is, Lorimer’s
fragmented self reinforces the ambivalent masculinity that is at the center of his internal struggle.
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Yet despite his desire to achieve the phallic alpha status of his male companions,
Lorimer’s passivity and his delayed reactions coupled with his scientifically driven
understanding of the new all-female world allow him to be perceived by the futuristic cloned
women more like them. While he rejects the implication, he appears to fit easily into their world
because of a certain affinity he seems to possess. What further complicates Lorimer’s character
that highlights his ambivalent masculinity is the contrast between his misogyny and the comfort
he seems to derive at the same time from the presence of women. Tiptree reveals the misogynist
side of Lorimer as part of his thoughts, an internal and private process rarely expressed for public
consumption and mostly a reaction towards the conventional masculinity of the familiar
patriarchal world he knows. While he believes that “women are natural poisoners” and he seems
to have “never really cared for talking to [them]” (201), his antipathy is a much milder version of
his alpha companions’ position regarding the opposite sex. Comparatively, Bud’s inebriated,
testosterone induced euphoria, his insatiable sexual appetite and crude, simplistic outlook on the
singular usefulness of women as relief valves for his sexual tensions coupled with Dave’s
patriarchal and patronizing religiosity that has him fantasize about shepherding these “lost
children” (251) help formulate an extreme idea of masculinity, one whose “aggression,
competition, violence” Tiptree “isolate[s] and critique[s]” as representing “the nonadaptive,
disfunctional aspects of traditional masculinity.”22 This traditional masculinity to which Barbara
J. Hayler refers is embodied as raw and unabashed virility in Bud and Dave, the two typical
alphas of Sunbird. Faced with a world where they are the only males alive, Bud revels in this
newfound idea and fantasizes about his future sexual exploits and a life of ecstasy. “Two million
cunts […] nothing but pussy everywhere […] They’ll be spread out for miles begging for it […]
All for me, King Buddy. … I’ll have strawberries and cunt for breakfast. […] there’ll be a couple
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of twats licking whip cream off my cock all day long […] King, I’ll be their god” (248). While
attempting to rape one of the cloned women in zero gravity, Bud’s realization makes him and
this demonstration of alpha masculinity ridiculous, bordering on the absurd, as seen through the
more subdued attitude of the male narrator. Lillian M. Heldreth succinctly states, “The scene is
both tragic and hilarious […] until the captain appears with a pistol, ready to take over the ship in
the name of God the Father,” when Dave, as the other alpha male, provides for the all-female
crew yet another proof of the violence inherent in traditional masculinity. 23 With Bud set to
proceed on an all sexual attack upon the female population and Dave set on subduing them with
his religious and fatherly protective power, Heldreth reveals that this episode is all that the
women of this new world need to see in order to decide the men’s fate. As Connie points out that
their society has no place for these aggressive fantasies and Lady Blue admits that it would be
unwise to “turn [them] loose on Earth” due to the fact that they “simply have no facilities for
people with [their] emotional problems” (255), “Lorimer realizes that he and his colleagues will
not return to a delighted and welcoming Earth” because when “weighted in the balance [they are]
found wanting,” because “They are superfluous, even dangerous,” and because “Males, with
their aggressive drives and their biological need for dominance, have no place in a truly free and
equal society.”24 Even Lorimer, whose similarity with the alpha males is eventually invalidated
by one of the Judys’ remark that he is more like them—that is, like the cloned women—does not
appear to stand a chance in this new world.

74

‘THE PROTECTION RACKET,’ OR HOW A GOOD (?) BOY LIKE LORIMER CAN
HARBOR MISOGYNISTIC THOUGHTS
Yet despite being the outsider among his male companions, Lorimer’s view is indomitably
tainted by an ingrained misogyny, albeit not as overt and vehement as Bud and Dave’s. His
misogyny comes out as truthful bleeps revealed under the influence of the drug but also seems to
appear only in conjunction with the men he so admires, whether when he finds himself in their
presence or when he thinks about their manly exploits. Hayler suggests that “while aggressive
male behavior is justified as being necessary for the defense and protection of women, it is
actually indulged more for the benefit of other men.”1 Thus, in Lorimer’s case it could be an
instinctual attempt to appropriate power for himself because “power over women is important
primarily because it signifies power to other men.”2 Therefore, Lorimer’s version of misogyny
could be interpreted as part of his desire to be like the alphas because even as a beta male, having
power over women would definitely gain him a privileged status among the alphas. His first
thoughts tainted by misogyny, after yet again one of his flashbacks to the bathroom incident, are
formulated in direct correlation with Andy—before he knows that Andy is another woman—
when a certain sense of defeatism overtakes him, as he feels “trapped […] irretrievably trapped
for life in everything he does not enjoy” (200). The resignation he has to the “Structurelessness.
Personal trivia, unmeaning intimacies” and to his wife’s “claims he can never meet” (200)
spawns the ambivalent and apathetic state in which Lorimer wallows. A revelatory escaped
thought further reinforcing Lorimer’s misogyny is expressed only in the presence of men. When
“the voices of Dave and Bud ring out suddenly from opposite ends of the cabin,” he conjures the
concept of “the night side of Orren Lorimer, a self hotly dark and complex” as he begins
fantasizing about “a Judy spread-eagled on the gym runs” (233). Although these moments are
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indeed rare and somewhat diffused into the background of the story, they are pervasive and
relevant to the fragmentation of Lorimer’s masculinity. When Dave proclaims that “women are
not capable of running anything [because] nobody has given them any guidance for three
hundred years,” Lorimer “recognizes his own thought; the structureless, chattering, trivial, twomillion-celled protoplasmic lump” (251) but does not seem to act upon it in the way that would
make him team up with Dave’s alpha stance as the savior of all women.
Reinforcing the image of women’s savior and male aggression as beneficial acts in the
defense and protection of women, Hayler appeals to Judith Stiehm’s research, a political scientist
who has studied the role of military institutions in contemporary society, to explain and define
the protective aspect of male behavior as “the protection racket.”3 This concept seemingly stems
not only from an inherent belief that “men have to take risks to provide ‘good’ women with
protection,” but also from the implication that in order for women to need protection, “there must
be a threat, and women must be kept weak, unable or unwilling to protect themselves.” 4 Stiehm
investigates the nature of the protected, the protector, and the defender who participates fully in
the security but who neither is dependent nor has dependents to suggest that a society whose
position favors and “accepts violence as effective, as necessary, and as appropriately exercised
by men only […] leads to a society divided into those who protect and those who are protected.”5
However, a society of defenders would be “stronger and more desirable,” she suggests, and
defines defenders as citizens equally liable to experience violence and equally responsible for
exercising society’s violence.6 Stiehm starts with the premise that state officials create certain
rules for the exercise of violence. Even though women may participate in the election of such
officials, it turns out these officials are mostly men who have “forbidden women to apply
society’s force,” therefore forbidding women to become defenders or protectors. 7 Usurping
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women of the possibility of being either protectors or defenders, they are relegated to the
category of the protected. Through the manipulation of who controls ‘lawful’ violence and how
the use of force can be used to protect and defend, men become empowered by such force
whereas women are weakened. Considering Tiptree/ Sheldon’s experiences as members of both
the WAC and the CIA, Stiehm’s scholarship is useful for the application of similar principles to
Tiptree’s fiction, especially “Houston, Houston,” when exploring Lorimer’s attempt to explain
male aggression as protection for all women.
In defining the concepts of the protector, the protected, and the defender, Stiehm
develops the idea of “the protection racket” in which a protector offers protection from an
ambiguous threat, often for a price.8 In a patriarchal society, the protection racket positions men
as the protectors and women as the protected. Oftentimes, Stiehm suggests, “when there is no
real work or duty required of a protector the role is satisfying, it makes one proud” but things
start to change when a real threat becomes worrisome. 9 As demands for protection increase and
the chances for fulfilling the role decrease, the relationship between the protector and the
protected changes. The protected become more of a burden for the protector, “a nuisance, […]
and finally a shame, for an unprotected protectee is the clearest possible evidence of a protector’s
failure.”10 Stiehm beautifully explores how in the dynamic man/woman as the
protector/protected racket, the existence of a threat has to be maintained in order for the
relationship to be sustained. Without a threat, this dynamic would cease to exist. In “Houston,
Houston,” Tiptree showcases exactly such reasoning when Lorimer attempts to fight a last battle
in the defense of men. Arguing that male aggression was necessary because men had to protect,
he states, “We protected you, we worked our balls off keeping you and your kids. It was hard. It
was a fight, a bloody fight all the way. We’re tough. We had to be, can’t you understand?” (255).
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Stiehm reveals how the dynamic only works by purposefully keeping the protected ignorant and
also when the “degree of danger posed by a particular threat is usually defined by the protector—
whose interest it may be to exaggerate the threat, and whose exaggerations may, sadly, increase
or provoke the threat.”11 Stiehm also touches upon the hot issue of young men’s anxieties
regarding their sexual identity which is exploited and manipulated especially in military
environments when men are called to fight. The tactic most often used by military trainers is to
threaten these young men’s gender identity, a feat easily accomplished when older men represent
the role models to whom the young ones are supposed to aspire. As youth makes these twentyfive year-olds vulnerable to attacks on their gender identity, the training is supposed to
emphasize how they are not like women. 12And perhaps what is done to empower the young men
into believing in their own power of protection also promotes misogyny. For being like a girl or a
woman means not being a man. When words such as ‘ladies’ or ‘girls’ are used as terms of
derision to reflect the young men’s behavior, Stiehm suggests, “men tend to feel they must
submit in order to prove they are men” and this “incidentally […] also makes them feel disdain
for women.”13 Stiehm’s exploration of the dynamics involved in the protection racket could very
well be applied to Lorimer’s misogyny and ambivalent attitude regarding his own masculinity in
the patriarchal hierarchy of his old world represented and perpetuated by the other two
astronauts. His last stance defending the men’s aggressive behavior thus falls short in view of the
obvious detail mentioned by one of the women. Man’s aggression, a byproduct of being a
protector, was necessary against a threat which in many cases turns out to be other men. Stiehm’s
analysis pinpoints how oftentimes the protected needs protection from the protector as the
protector himself ends up representing the real threat. Her argument regarding the position of
man as protector of those who are weaker stands to reinforce Tiptree’s cloned women’s
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reasoning that men are but relics of history with serious emotional problems. Letting them loose
in the all-women world poses the risk of spearheading a problematic threat to their society that
would greatly enhance their chances of being re-subjugated. Therefore, Tiptree’s novella
attempts to suggest that in a world where males and male aggression are unknown factors,
females would not need protection from such nonexistent and aberrant behavior, because in this
world, “Men […] are the aliens […] they are not saviors, destroyers, patriarchs, or sex partners,”
they are “but leftovers of history.”14

MEN AND WOMEN: THE ALIENS IN TIPTREE’S FICTION
However, what complicates the idea that an all-female society could be better off without men is
Tiptree’s subtle mirroring of the two genders and how each need validation from their own in
order to feel worthy, fulfilled, and complete. Two separate scenes where Bud needs his “good
old buckaroos” (249) and Judy needs her “sisters to share with” (240) generate more questions
regarding Tiptree’s intent. During the attempted rape episode and Lorimer’s revelation that there
are no men alive in this futuristic new world, Bud’s bewildered and furious reply to one of the
Judys’ inquiry on “Why do there have to be men?” promotes Hayler’s suggestion that male
competitive behavior “is actually indulged for the benefit of other men.” 1 Bud retorting
“because, dummy, otherwise nothing counts” (249) echoes an earlier scene when one of the
Judys pities Lorimer’s lack of cloned companionship. Thus, it appears that similarly to men’s
need of validation from other men, because otherwise everything is inconsequential, stands the
cloned women’s recognition of the need for the existence of same gender companionship in
order to “know who you are” or to know “who anybody is” (240). What makes this circumstance

79

more chilling rather than hostile is Lowry Pei’s suggestion that although “for both [genders], a
meaning in life can only arise in community […] men and women cannot help to form
community for each other. The cloned women have their sisters; the men need other men; no true
support, no help in the fundamental task of constructing a purpose and an identity can cross the
barrier of gender” because ultimately “men and women remain separate races, existing side by
side but not truly connected.”2 While the men can formulate a sense of self only when measured
up against the accomplishments of other men, so do the female clones of this futuristic society
need to find meaning among other women in order to validate their own existence. A definition
of life’s meaning and by extension of one’s humanity, Pei points out, whether formulated by the
three male astronauts or by the all-female world, comes at a cost neither gender seems to
acknowledge. Assuming death is looming as the worst fate for the astronauts, the ending of
‘Houston, Houston’ suggests there is an irreparable chasm between men and women. Cocooned
within their own singular gender formulated society, this all-female utopia defines their world as
“Humanity, mankind” (256). As Pei keenly observes, both sides recognize this “enduring human
quality of incompleteness,” however, this civilized humanity is “achieved by annihilating part of
our humanity—in this case the part labelled male.”3 The idea that men and women are indeed
unable to understand each other’s perspective makes Pei conclude that this female world is a
“declining one—not because they have lost the equalities and abilities represented by the men
(ambivalent gifts at best), but because they are unaware of their human incompleteness, living in
a bland and antiseptic world where Shakespeare and Dickens can be dismissed as ‘not very
realistic’.”4 This is Tiptree’s subtle nod to the fact that as much as her story allows for a feminist
reading, this new female utopia is also called into question. Ultimately, this pacifist society
without aggression, competition, or crime is not the superior community believed to be.
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Noting that most science fiction gets trapped into the pitfall of creating worlds that
consist of familiar conditions rather than extreme ones, Hayler suggests that unlike some
American science fiction which “too often simply transferred familiar conflicts to new settings
populated by exotic aliens who exhibit predictable behavior,” Tiptree’s short fiction “uses
familiar setting, or settings that at first seem familiar, to explore the psychology and the adaptive
behavior of women—and their experience as aliens, as Other.”5 Jameson’s SF theories help with
the understanding of such spatial—and temporal—transgressions. The genre of SF as a form
which registers some nascent sense of the future in the space on which a sense of the past had
once been inscribed provides a narrative apparatus as a form of representation of an apparent
realism.6 Such realism in conjecture with our present conceals a far more complex temporal
structure. For SF gives us not necessarily images of our distant future but it rather
“defamiliarize[s] and restructure[s] our experience of our own present, [doing] so in specific
ways distinct from all other forms of defamiliarization.”7 Futuristic representations of our present
function in SF as a process of distraction and displacement, repression, and lateral perceptual
renewal which has its analogies in other forms of contemporary culture.8 Thus, by living in a
present we are unable to access directly, the creation of “elaborate strategies of indirection are
therefore necessary if we are somehow to break through our monadic ‘insulation’ and to
‘experience’, for some first and real time, this present.”9 Making use of such temporal
displacement, as well as other SF paraphernalia, Tiptree probes the problematic and oftentimes
antagonistic relationship between the sexes. Hayler’s discussion of Tiptree’s story “Your
Haploid Heart” reveals how the author not only explores the concept of incompleteness of the
alternating generations of the two races portrayed in the story, but also “dramatically
demonstrates […] the social and personal costs of denying one’s own nature, of segregating a
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part from a whole, of a species’ refusal to recognize the full range of its members’
potentiality.”10 Although, seemingly having created some of the most original aliens in science
fiction, Tiptree’s stories also seem to suggest that it is not necessary to travel to unknown planets
or to the outer limits of space in order to find aliens. As Hayler states, “Aliens exist on Earth—
separated from identification with a dominant culture by race and gender and class—that are far
more alienated than many of the more oddly shaped characters of pulp science fiction. And chief
among them are women.”11 Tiptree himself suggests as much in “The Women Men Don’t See”
when the character of Ruth Parsons prefers to leave Earth on a spaceship full of aliens because
she is used to living as one of them. Noting in this story that in a male dominated world, women
are the aliens, Tiptree takes the concept further and later changes the statement to suggest in
“Houston, Houston” that in fact not women but men are the aliens. The three male astronauts
hurled three hundred years into a future where males are extinct and females are the only
survivors of the species become in this context “the alien[s]—the one[s] who [are] out of place,
and out of control.”12 With perceptions rooted in the patriarchal society of their time, the virile
example of masculinity, engineer Bud Geirr, “assumes that he and his fellows will be especially
desirable and valuable in a world without men” but soon it becomes clear that they are the
“aliens, separated from the world they discover by their assumptions about sexual roles and their
consequently inappropriate behavior.”13 By presenting them as dangerous relics of history with
outdated skills, out of time, defamiliarizing his present, Tiptree is able to “isolate and critique the
nonadaptive, dysfunctional aspects of traditional masculinity—aggression, competition,
violence.”14 In the scenes where Lorimer, the ship’s civilian scientist, desperately attempts to
defend the other two male astronauts’ manly behavior, the character appeals to the women to
understand how male aggression was/is necessary in order to protect them. What he does not
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seem to comprehend is that the women, especially these cloned futuristic versions, do not seem
to conceive of “aggressive fantasies.”15 As one of the women crew members points out, nobody
has these aggressive fantasies in this new world. Lorimer’s plea for understanding the men’s
position from what it appears to be an entirely different perspective becomes useless in this case.
In a world where men do not exist, a world where the dynamic of man/woman is an unknown
factor, women whose life experience involve only other women cannot fathom nor understand
these men’s circumstances. By displacing the three men in time, Tiptree facilitates an easier
understanding of the disconnect which exists in our world between men and women. Just as
Lorimer who is groomed in the male mystique of his patriarchal world cannot seem to
understand how from these women’s perspective the three astronauts are superfluous, the women
also cannot seem to grasp the men’s perspective as they are unmoved by Lorimer’s defense of
male aggression as protection of women. While Tiptree seems to suggest that male aggression
could be justified as necessary for the protection of women, the story also reflects on how male
aggression is ultimately indulged for the benefit of other men. With Bud Geirr as the example
chosen to showcase this concept, Hayler states that after reveling in the thought of a world full of
women begging for his sexual attention, Bud comes to realize that nothing matters after all if
there are no other men left on Earth because “power over women is important primarily because
it signifies power to other men.”16 With women being thus devalued, their submission to men is
ultimately not important if it is not recognized and validated by other men. This places women in
a precarious position, one where any harm done to them during such competitions among men
becomes almost incidental, collateral damage. Thus, Tiptree’s “strong feminist voice in science
fiction […] expresses sympathy for both women and men and for the ways in which both are
cheated by their separation from one another.”17
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On the other hand, Julie Luedtke Seal reads “Houston, Houston” optimistically as part of
an attempt to explain a prevalent theme in Tiptree’s fiction, one that fosters rather than condemns
the future. Introducing the concept of the nurturing male as pertinent to this story, Seal positions
the “woman-as-object theme” as germane to the “male mystique” which she believes is “now a
firm part of [men’s] nature.”18 Seal’s proposed image of the nurturing male is similar to Stiehm’s
concept of man as ‘protective racket’ of all ‘good’ women. Furthermore, she suggests, “man’s
nurturing has become an unchangeable part of his nature,” and Tiptree’s Lorimer is the ultimate
example of this transformation.19 Exploring the theme of nature versus nurture in Tiptree’s
fiction, Seal’s position “differ[s] from other Tiptree criticism in that it does not view Tiptree’s
work as pessimistic” because contrary to Heldreth and Hollinger, she suggests that “Tiptree’s
work can be interpreted as cautionary tales which at once tell of contemporary society’s bleak
condition, yet at the same time offer hope for change.”20 Seal’s analysis uncovers how “man’s
nurturing has become an unchangeable part of his nature” in Lorimer’s case who despite being
“less steeped in the male mystique” due to unfortunate childhood and adulthood events that
position him as an outsider in the male dominated world, “because of so many years of trying to
be someone he was not […], even [he] is unable to leave behind the traditional male role.”21
Further stating that “Houston, Houston” is not necessarily a pessimistic tale, Seal focuses on
Tiptree’s choice of words, “it’s fascinating what a genotype can do if you try,” emphasis on you,
to suggest that the subtlety in the sentence places with Lorimer, and perhaps the reader, the
question whether man is capable to change his nature if he tries.22 By recognizing nature versus
nurture as an essential theme in Tiptree’s stories, Tiptree can no longer be condemned to the
label of pessimistic writer, instead “she is a writer who has raised the consciousness of her
readers by showing them what is damaging about the social construction of masculinity.”23
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Dave’s final dismissal of Lorimer as being “as bad they are” (251), a symbolic rejection coming
from the strong and powerful father figure, seems to be what precipitates Lorimer into finally
performing his one and only act. The moment Lorimer puts into play his volleyball skills when
“with all his strength he hurls the massive canister at Dave’s head” while he “launches himself
after it” (253) represents the only action when, instead of siding with the much desired male
companionship, he chooses to safeguard the comfort he derives from the women, thus himself
enacting the part of the nurturing male who comes to the rescue of all the ‘good’ women on
Gloria. Despite the fact that “he is not as saturated in the traditional male role” as Bud and Dave
are, “Lorimer sets himself up as the protector of the women, even though they are very capable
of taking care of themselves.”24 As Lorimer does not embody the traditional masculinity of Bud
and Dave, he appears more capable to adapt to this new all-female world. The many years spent
in scientific studies should allow him to have the skills necessary to adapt and the open mind
needed for such a psychological and behavioral shift in this new and different culture and way of
life. Thus Tiptree sets up Lorimer with all the advantages to be able to fit into this world. If any
male would be able to fit in, it would be Lorimer. 25 But a lifetime trying to be someone he is not
ultimately makes him incapable to adapt.
This concept of inadaptability stems perhaps from Sheldon’s own belief in the biological
determinism as the inescapable fate of the human species. The Platt interview illustrates how
Sheldon’s interest in behavioral psychology influences many of her stories where a large social
truth is acted out on a small-scale human level—much as an experiment in psychology will
demonstrate a law of species behavior.26 Yet, for all the fierce individuality of her characters,
Platt observes, the stories “lack right-wing libertarian flavor of the ‘rugged individualist’ school
of the modern science fiction.”27 Asked whether she identified with any political philosophy,

85

Sheldon stated, “I’m an anarchist if anything” and a “lifelong atheist.”28 The changes our society
will see may not come from any group of people working for one system or another but “are
going to be brought about more by reactions to external circumstances,” more than likely it will
be the Bomb, she said, or some kind of ecological devastation, even an economic upheaval in the
West, as “Power corrupts [and] absolute power corrupts absolutely” she stated, skeptical of
authority both in reality and the one that appears in her fiction.29 She had no faith in “man’s
humanity to man,” she stated, since “women only have the degree of freedom we have now
because of these very artificial social circumstances” and because “kindness to the weak does not
hold when the war of all against all starts [and] our freedoms and privileges will be the first to
go.”30 As to her lack of faith in human’s ability to solve problems and change, Sheldon was
adamant about it: “Man does not change his behavior; he adapts to the results of it. This is, to
me, the most grisly truth I learned from psychology.”31 Sheldon’s philosophy, Platt suggests,
“demonstrates her belief that human values can be deduced systematically [and] her search for
this kind of truth, and her heightened awareness of good and evil, recur throughout her fiction
and her descriptions of her life.”32 Thus science became her chosen tool when embarking on the
search of the grisly truth about humanity. As for Lorimer, it seems that ultimately because of “so
many years of male nurturing, even [he] is unable to leave behind the traditional male role.”33
Through his one and only desperate act derived ironically from his masculine ‘protective racket’
stance and his desire to be like the alphas, Lorimer aligns himself with the women with the risk
of incurring Dave’s accusatory “Judas” (254), a last word that not only signifies an outright
banishment from the male alpha pack but also forces a public redefinition of Lorimer’s
masculinity.
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‘I AM NOT A GIRL’ BUT I’D RATHER PLAY WITH/AMONG THEM
However, in contrast to Lorimer’s misogyny—expressed as an attempt to belong to the all-male
alpha pack—stands the comfort he not only seeks but also seems to derive from the women’s
presence. Peppered throughout the narrative, instances of bonding with the new all-female world
are more numerous than the moments he shares with his male companions. Despite his vehement
“I am not a girl” (204) childhood statement, Lorimer manages to formulate a connection with the
women, a bond he never seems to have been able to forge with the men. His yearning to join “the
authentic ones, the alphas” and his covetousness of “their bond” (215) is never fulfilled. Instead,
the acceptance he subconsciously seeks is in the comfort he finds with women. Further
reinforcing Lorimer’s ambivalent masculinity and providing an explanation for his affinity with
the female crew on Gloria is Seal’s discussion of Lorimer as being “different from Bud and
Dave” because “his experiences in both childhood and adulthood cause him to be less steeped in
the male mystique.”1 For someone who has been rejected from among the adolescent alpha
males in such a humiliating and emotionally scarring episode, the persistence to be part of the
same group in adulthood is a masochistic attempt to belong and identify with those he admires.
But the constant rejection Lorimer receives only makes him feel like an outsider. “His feelings of
inferiority [among the alphas] cause him to be an outsider; and his being an outsider causes him
to feel inferior. It is a circle he never escaped from” and “even as an adult, he simply spun his
wheels inside the same circle.”2 Lorimer’s stubborn persistence in spinning his wheels in the
same circle to gain approval from the alphas eventually gives way to his tacit decision to accept
the approval of women as something better than nothing because he is already used to it. As an
only male surrounded by an all-female household back on earth, Lorimer seems to gain a higher
comfort from their presence compared to someone like Dave who only knows the competing
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forces at play in an all-male household. The familiar aspects of his life back on earth intrude
forcefully upon his present situation as “unbelief grips him, rocks him with a complex pang
compounded of faces, voices, the sizzle of bacon frying, […] Ginny’s bare legs on the flowered
couch, Jenny and Penny running dangerously close to the lawn mower” (213) to seize him with a
gut wrenching nostalgia for his present. This nostalgic past gets to be revived by his choices
aboard the women’s ship while “cocooned in Gloria’s big cluttered cabin” (225). From his
preference for “the easy rhythm of the women” when working out in the ship’s gym, to finding
“himself lingering around the kitchen end, helping whoever is cooking, munching on their
various seeds and chewy roots as he listens to them talk” (235), to discovering Lady Blue’s
intriguing personality and aura of authority during the “biweekly games” he initiates “when he
finds that Lady Blue likes chess” (234), Lorimer’s choices of activities bespeak of his comfort
level with the all-female crew. Seemingly not considering that his masculinity is compromised,
his nostalgia for “marriage, love affairs, children’s troubles, jealousy squabbles, status,
possessions, money problems, sickness, funerals even – all the daily minutiae that occupied
Ginny and her friend” (240) ultimately appears to overcome his belief of “women [as] speaking
faces on a matrix of pervasive irrelevance” (202).
Despite his annoyance with women’s constant talk and his association of them with ants
who “twiddle their antennae every time they meet [to] twiddle-twiddle […] blah blah twiddletwiddle [in a] total coordination of the hive” (232), the validation that he seeks from his male
companions which never materializes ultimately comes from women. Upon his logical and
scientifically derived conclusion that they are all clones, his nonjudgmental reaction, as the
newly revealed truth “doesn’t upset [him] personally” (239), provokes yet another outburst from
one of the talkative Judys. And in the midst of the shattering discovery that the three astronauts
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of the past may be the only surviving males of the species, Lorimer gets anointed as being the
“different” one because, as Judy Paris blurts, “you’re more hu- more like us” (239), therefore
ultimately positioning him closer to them in semblance. Judy’s slip of tongue almost defines
Lorimer as human not because he is the male version of the species but because he is more like
the familiar women she knows. What complicates Lorimer’s position, however, is that his
ambivalent masculinity cannot help him identify completely with his old but familiar patriarchal
society nor with this new matriarchal one, despite his affinity for it. Ironically, Phillips, Tiptree’s
biographer, suggests that “Orren Lorimer is so very much like James Tiptree” because just like
the author’s identity poses a dilemma for the 1970s SF literary world, so does Lorimer’s
ambivalence generate the question: “In a feminist world, what are the women going to do with
him?”3 Considering how humanity in this case is redefined exclusively through a female
perspective, one that categorizes males as a danger to society, Lorimer's ambivalent
masculinity places him at a crossroads between what is and what is not considered human.
In a note written as a potential source of material for the editors of Worlds Apart, an 1986
anthology of a lesbian/gay SF, Sheldon elaborated on the purpose behind “Houston, Houston,”
on some of the themes she recognized as viable in the story and also on the inspiration behind the
all-female world on Gloria. Noting that the story is told through the point of view of a male
narrator who shows through glimpses “what an all-female society might be really like,” Sheldon
revealed that the main reason behind such creation is to show this type of world in contrast with
what male fantasies typically imagine, such as the “usual Queen of the Amazons’-type.”4 The
main purpose in constructing this all-women world was “to contrast its relaxed, cheery, practical
mood with the tense, macho-constricted, sex-and-dominance-obsessed atmosphere of the little
all-male ‘world’ of male-dominated culture in the Sunbird spacecraft.”5 The poignancy behind
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such contrast relies on the reader’s imagination in not only envisioning such world where men
are extinct but also figure out how cultural, societal, and economic dynamics among an allwomen world would function. Tiptree/ Sheldon attempts to create such world, and viewed
through the male narrator’s perspective, one can begin to fathom the differences between a
patriarchy and a matriarchy as they are continuously and surprisingly revealed in a way where
the three male astronauts are gradually forced to absorb the reality of this new world where “men
qua males simply do not matter,” and the only reaction of the women on board Gloria appears to
be only “a mild interest in them as object lessons in history, and a much more vivid practical
concern about what to do with them in a society in which the male mystique appears as a bizarre
illness.”6 Sheldon likened this reaction with that of the harried mother of many children whose
preoccupation is focused on practical matters and whose husband simply becomes “another child
with peculiar needs.”7 The statement infantilizes all men and inverts their authoritative status to
the quasi-invisible position occupied by both children and women in a patriarchal society.
Labeled as a “child with peculiar needs,” the man’s needs are eventually overlooked by the
harried mother whose main concern is feeding, cleaning, and nurturing the young. Included with
the children crowd, the man is fed, cleaned, nurtured, but such day-in-day-out monotony
desexualizes and deconstructs his masculine autonomy to the point where he becomes just
another needy child. The inspiration behind this all-female world, Sheldon wrote, came from
“the most exciting experience of [her] life” at Fort Des Moines in 1942. 8 The real model behind
the all-women world in “Houston, Houston” was the first installation of what became the
Women Army Corps (WAC) and where she lived among about twelve thousand women with
only perhaps three senior commanding males she “never saw.”9 It was the camaraderie she
experienced while “meeting, talking, getting to know the rich and infinite complexity of [her]
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sisters,”10 a situation where the ubiquitous uniform stripped all women of their differences, that
Sheldon captures with such vivid colors in “Houston, Houston.”
Whether Lorimer’s ultimate fate means to be “put […] on an island” (255), cloned just
like the rest of the population and be given the chance to consider “the continuing exploration
and completion of self” (241) away from the all-female society that would view him if not as a
danger, at the very least as a mere curiosity, or put to death, like a more sinister reading of the
story would suggest, his ambivalent masculinity is reflected in the fragmentation of the self he
continuously discloses and projects throughout the narrative. While striving to fulfill the
yearning to belong to the very exclusive, old, and extinct society of patriarchs but only managing
to gain validation of his own humanity from the futuristic matriarchal society he encounters,
Lorimer’s trip from the earth of his present to the stars of his distant future represents the journey
of Tiptree’s own struggle to redefine paradoxically not only what it means to be a man in the
midst of the tumultuous feminist movement of the 1970s but also what it means to be human.
While not quite the coming of age story of a man steeped in the nostalgia of his present, Tiptree
defamiliarizes the present by taking on the heated discourse of gender roles to project it into a
makeshift futuristic all-female world, further complicating the concept of masculinity. By
creating a character whose ambivalence opens up new ways to investigate how the paradigms of
an old patriarchal society and a new matriarchal one intersect to question, explore, and redefine
humanity, Tiptree’s take on what it means to be a man in a future woman’s world can be just as
complicated, complex, and inequitable as the present of his 1970’s.
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